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GLOSSARY 

ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Preface 

SINCE ITS INCEPTION LAST CENTURY, the field of African art studies has been vexed by the 

problem of cross-cultural translation. How can one, for example, meaningfully present to a 

Western audience two radically different Yoruba works? The ako is a seated, life-like, life-

sized, human-garbed burial effigy carved in wood which is painted to enhance its mimetic 

qualities—a social and psychological reconstruction of the dead (fig. i). The aale is a 

hanging, seemingly abstract sculptural construct made from a bit of red rag, a slipper, a 

metallic soup spoon, and some sticks—a deterrent impregnated with ase, the catalytic life-

force, to stop thieves and ward off unauthorized persons from one’s property (fig. ii). Both of 

them could have been created around the same period, possibly even by the same artist. Quite 

often, our inadequate preparation to grapple with seeming incongruities of this kind has led to 

many misconceptions, bizarre conclusions, and at other times, brilliantly presented but 

untenable theories on African art. This simple comparison reveals how, in considering 

African art, conventional Western art-historical assumptions of stylistic progression and 

individual artistic identity are called into question. To make any substantial progress in 

dealing with the problems of cross-cultural translation as it pertains to the study and 

presentation of African art, we must consider both perspectives: the indigenous as well as the 

Western. 

While it may have been useful to utilize only Western theoretical paradigms in the study 

15



16 

 

of African art history and aesthetics in the early twentieth century, it has now become 

imperative to search carefully within the African cultures in which the art forms originate and 

to use internally derived conceptual frameworks in any critical discourse on African art. 

There are, however, difficulties in translating this theoretical position into practice. The study 

of African art, having begun within the discipline of anthropology, inherited some pertinent 

and vexing questions. Among these is the false assumption that Western scholars can fully 

understand and interpret the cultures of other peoples only by using their Western cultural 

notions, values, and standards—a claim that cannot be divorced from a long-standing 

Western, imperialistic involvement in Africa. In the traditional discipline of art history, the 

importance of African art has hardly advanced beyond that of catalyst and sanction for the 

revolutionary goals of European artists such as Pablo Picasso at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. Thus, Roy Sieber, a leading scholar in African art, has noted that an 

insufficient understanding of African art has caused it “to fall prey to the taste of the 

twentieth century.” 

In a bold and innovative manner, the authors of this textbook have taken a major step 

toward the goal of fashioning a new “lens”—one which appreciates the methodology of the 

finest traditions in Western art history but which also recognizes the need to critically 

examine, modify, and expand. This will enable scholars to deal with the special challenges 

presented by the visual art traditions of predominantly non-writing, pre-colonial peoples of 

Africa. To illustrate my point, let us consider the question of anonymity in African art, a 

problem exacerbated by the fact that traditional African artists do not sign their works in the 

way artists in many contemporary Western societies do. Western audiences have become 

accustomed to appreciating and enjoying African works of art without knowing the names of 

their creators. Why should there be an interest in the issue of artists’ identities now? Have we 

not read works by many scholars and even some “African art experts” premised on the notion 

that supposedly rigid African traditions are oblivious or even hostile to notions of 

individuality itself? The situation is complicated further when we consider how some art 

dealers and collectors view the issue of anonymity. A collector has been quoted as saying, “I 

am completely enchanted by the artist’s anonymity. Not knowing the artist is something that 

gives me enormous pleasure. Once you hear who made it, it ceases to be primitive art.” To 

continue with the example of the Yoruba of West Africa, research confirms that Yoruba 

people not only know the value of the authorship of works of art, but that they, in fact, 

celebrate it through the literary genre known as oriki (citation poetry). There are, of course, 

other appropriate traditional contexts and occasions in which an artist’s name may be heard 

and used. They include child-naming, installation and burial ceremonies, blessing and healing 
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rituals, and important family gatherings. The myth of anonymity was constructed and 

reinforced by many early Western researchers who believed that, although the artifacts and 

the traditional thought systems (their raison d’être) belong to Africans, the interpretation of 

such works and the theorization of African art would always be a Western prerogative. Many 

scholars today (including the authors of this volume) are, however, more cautious about not 

repeating that same old error; i.e., believing that if the definitions of art or artistic procedures 

in other cultures do not take the forms with which we in the West are familiar, they must be 

lacking. 

In considering the question of anonymity, it is important to note some reasons that the 

Yoruba may not publicly or openly associate specific art forms with the names of their 

authors. Often, names given at birth are closely linked to and identified with the essence of 

one’s personality and destiny called ori inu (inner spiritual head), which in Yoruba religious 

belief, determines a person’s success or failure in this world and directs his or her actions. In 

Yoruba society, the act of calling out a person’s given names generally functions to 

differentiate individuals. In their religious system, naming also is believed to have the ability 

to arouse or summon a person’s spiritual essence and cause him or her to act according to the 

meaning of those given names or in some other way desired by the caller. This is the basis of 

the Yoruba saying, oruko a maa ro’ni: “one’s name controls one’s actions.” For example, a 
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name like Maboogunje is actually a plea, the full sentence being “Ma(se) ba oogun je,” the 

translation of which is “Do not render medication ineffective.” 

Yoruba naming ceremonies and practices are among the most elaborate and sophisticated 

known anywhere. In addition to serving as identification, a name also incorporates elements 

of family history, beliefs, and the physical environment. With every naming, there begins a 

corresponding oriki (citation poetry), which grows with an individual’s accomplishments. 

Thus, leaders, warriors, diviners, and other important personages, including artists, are easily 

identified by their oriki, which chronicles intricate oral portraits of all that is notable in their 

character and history. To illustrate, let me cite a part of the oriki of Olowe, one of the greatest 

traditional Yoruba sculptors of the twentieth century: 

Olowe, oko mi kare o 

Olowe, my excellent husband 

Aseri Agbaliju 

Outstanding in war. 

Elemoso 

Elemoso (Emissary of the king), 

Ajuru Agada 

One with a mighty sword 

O sun on tegbetegbe 

Handsome among his friends. 

Elegbe bi oni sa 

Outstanding among his peers. 

O p’uroko bi oni p’ugba 

One who carves the hard wood of the iroko tree as though it were as soft as a calabash. 

O m’eo roko daun se … 

One who achieves fame with the proceeds of his carving … 

Ma a sin Olowe 

I shall always adore you, Olowe. 

Olowe ke e p’uroko 

Olowe, who carves iroko wood. 

Olowe ke e sona 

The master carver. 

O lo ule Ogogn 
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He went to the palace of Ogoga 

Odun merin lo se libe 

And spent four years there. 

O sono un 

He was carving there. 

Ku o ba ti de’le Ogoga 

If you visit the Ogoga’s palace, 

Ku o ba ti d’Owo 

And the one at Owo, 

Use oko mi e e libe 

The work of my husband is there. 

Ku o ba ti de’kare 

If you go to Ikare, 

Use oko mi i libe 

The work of my husband is there. 

Ku o ba ti d’Igede 

Pay a visit to Igede, 

Use oko mi e e libe 

You will find my husband’s work there. 

Ku o ba ti de Ukiti 

The same thing at Ukiti. 

Use oko mi i libe 

His work is there. 

Ku o li Olowe l’Ogbagi 

Mention Olowe’s name at Ogbagi, 

L’Use 
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In Use too. 

Use oko mi i libe 

My husband’s work can be found 

Ule Deji 

In Deji’s palace. 

Oko mi suse libe l’Akure 

My husband worked at Akure. 

Olowe suse l’Ogotun 

My husband worked at Ogotun. 

Ikinniun 

There was a carved lion 

Kon gbelo silu Oyibo 

That was taken to England. 

Owo e o lo mu se. 

With his hands he made it. 

The oriki of Olowe was collected by John Pemberton III in 1988 from Oluju-ifun, one of 

Olowe’s surviving wives, and has been found to be instrumental in reconstructing his life and 

work (fig. iii). 

Clearly, neither Yoruba culture nor the Yoruba system of storing and retrieving important 

information about their artists is impoverished. We do know, however, that artists may 

become vulnerable targets of unknown malevolent forces because of their profession and 

special position in the traditional community. For this reason, until relatively recent times, 

artists rarely revealed their full given names to strangers. It is, therefore, not surprising that 

many outstanding Yoruba artists whose works have been collected and studied by researchers 

have been identified in scholarly literature only by their nicknames or bynames such as, for 

example, Olowe Ise (meaning Olowe from the town of Ise); Ologan Uselu (Ologan from 

Uselu quarters in Owo); and Baba Roti (father of Rotimi). (The status of such personal 

information is as confidential as modern-day codes such as Personal Identification Numbers 

for banking purposes or government-issued social security numbers.) Early researchers were 
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clearly ill equipped in their training to grapple with the problems of naming traditions 

different from those with which they were familiar. This initial lack of understanding may 

have led them to assume that the authorship of art works was unimportant among the Yoruba. 

Moreover, the biases of these early researchers must have prevented them from carrying out 

any diligent probing for artists’ full given names. It is ironic that such information was so 

highly valued by art historians in relation to Western art. 

Most Yoruba people would, in fact, be surprised about the sensitivity I am attributing to 

them about the identity or name of a person. When a person’s oriki is recited, it is assumed 

that anyone who listens carefully and understands it will know enough about the subject’s 

identity, name, lineage, occupation, achievements, and other qualities so that stating the 

person’s given name becomes superfluous. Hence a Yoruba saying (from the collection of 

Oyekan Owomoyela): 

A n ki 

We recite someone’s oriki 

A n sa a 

We intone his attributes 

O ni oun o mo eni to ku 

But one person says he does not know who has died 

O ngbo “iku meru 

He hears, “Death has taken a renowned man. 

Opaga, 

A titled man, 

Abisuutabiododo 

Whose yams spread like petals 

Alabaoka, 

Who possesses a barn of corn 

Arokofeyeje” 

Whose fields are a bounty for birds” 

After this description, which clearly identifies a certain individual, there is a question: 
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O ni “Agbe lo ku ni tabi onaja?” 

This (foolish) person still asks, “Is the dead man a farmer or a trader?” 

African societies recognize the contribution of individual artists, but they frame their 

praises in their own distinctive terms. Thus, according to Gene Blocker, a philosopher of art 

and aesthetics, the problem of anonymity in African art “has more to do with a tradition of 

individuality than with the ‘fact of individuality.’ ” 

The contributors to this book have critically reflected upon cultural and art historical 

assumptions and biases similar to the one just described. They have sought to locate 

meanings within the thoughts and practices of Africans themselves. This assembled volume 

on the art of the continent of Africa is also measurably more comprehensive than previous 

works of its kind. It includes, notably, Africa north of the Sahara and the African diaspora, 

both of which embody some of the most important developments spatially and temporally in 

the history of African art. These areas have likewise cither been underrepresented or simply 

ignored by a majority of textbooks on African art. In their detail and sympathetic insight, 

these chapters are a testament not only to the massive amount of research that the 

contributors have conducted over the years but equally importantly, to an open-eyed alertness 

to individual human achievements. This publication, therefore, represents a milestone in the 

study and future perception of African art. 

Preface to the 2nd Edition 

The book you are reading is the gift of hundreds of people in Africa and in other continents 

who have shared their art, their images, and their expertise with the authors. Changes in this 

edition have been made in response to suggestions and corrections we have been given since 

A History of Art in Africa first appeared, and we are grateful for the help of the many 

colleagues who continue to read, evaluate, and comment upon this text. 

New photographs, many more color photographs, and a new layout allow the art works 

illustrated in this new edition to be seen more clearly. New maps will assist the student, and 

the bibliography has been updated. Thematic essays from the first edition have been joined 

by several new ones. 

Yet the most important additions are new discussions of African artists working in varied 

colonial and post-colonial worlds. At the end of each chapter, new images introduce talented 

individuals who were pioneers of African modernism in the years before their nations’ 

independence from colonial powers. These artists include painters, sculptors and architects 

from Morocco, Egypt, Sudan, Ghana, Nigeria, Congo, Zimbabwe, and Madagascar. 

Expanded discussions of artists and patronage in southern Africa allow fuller coverage of art 
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both during and after the apartheid era. Furthermore, new examples of recently created 

twenty-first-century art works have been added throughout the book. 

Over the last decade, spectacular exhibitions have showcased the work of African artists 

who live in Europe and the United States. A new chapter, “African Artists Abroad,” presents 

the art of these expatriates in the context of new “post-modern” art markets, but also 

compares their careers to those of artists working on the African continent. In the first 

edition, the chapter on the “Art of the African Diaspora” by Michael Harris included 

descriptions of African art forms that took root in New World communities. Its focus was 

upon the creative response of artists in the United States to their African heritage and to 

African arts. In this edition, a new essay, “Artists Working Outside the Frame,” further 

underscores some of the issues confronted by the diaspora artists in both chapters. 

It is our hope that this book reflects the vitality of African arts of the past, present, and 

future as they continue to inspire, provoke, delight, and intrigue Africans and non-Africans 

alike. We invite you to contribute to the study of the visual arts of Africa by sending us your 

comments and corrections for future editions. MBV 

Introduction 

AFRICA, A CONTINENT OF STRIKING cultural richness and ecological diversity, is distinguished 

by the visual power and creativity of its arts. This book examines the full corpus of these arts. 

It includes ancient art from Egypt and northern Africa as well as rock art from southern 

Africa and archaeological artifacts from western Africa. It surveys architecture and arts of 

daily life, in addition to contemporary works by African artists and artists of African descent. 

The book’s overarching focus is on Africa’s many diverse peoples and regions, the artistic 

developments of each region, the broader cross-cultural traits that link them, and the different 

local and regional responses to historical concerns. This can be seen, for example, in the 

blending of Islam and Christianity into existing social and aesthetic structures, the creation of 

art in the context first of the slave trade and then colonial rule, and the rich, creative impact of 

recent post-nationalist and international art movements. Accordingly, this volume presents 

the arts of many different “Africas”: not only those of distinct regions, historical periods, and 

religious beliefs (varied local forms as well as Islamic and Christian) but also arts 

representing a diversity of social and political situations (dynastic and plebeian, urban and 

rural, nomadic and settled, outwardly focused and inwardly defined). 

At the risk of promoting an inaccurate sense of Africa as a place of unified or monolithic 

artistic practice, the question of what, if anything, is distinctively “African” about African art 

is an intriguing and interesting one to address as a preface to the survey that follows. The 

answers to this question are subtly different with regard to specific areas of the continent and 
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periods of its history. Among the formal features which stand out across the broad sweep of 

Africa are the following (not in order of priority): 

Innovation of form. The impressive diversity of art traditions across Africa offers evidence 

of a larger continent-wide concern with artistic innovation and creativity. This can be seen 

not only in the variety of forms within a relatively small area (a single culture, a city or town, 

an individual artist) but also through history. Innovation has been widely promoted by local 

art patrons and cultural institutions, as in the imperative that kings coming to the throne must 

create a new palace and capital for themselves along with a range of new art forms or textile 

designs that will distinguish their reigns. African artists have long looked outside their own 

communities for sources of inspiration, not only in other cultural areas of Africa but also in 

Europe, Asia, and, recently, America. 

Visual abstraction. There is a preference in much of Africa for varied forms of visual 

abstraction or conventionalization: that is to say, art works which in bold and subtle ways lie 

outside more naturalistic renderings of form. It was indeed these features of near-abstraction 

and visual boldness that in part led European artists at the beginning of the twentieth century 

to turn to African art in rethinking form more generally. The importance placed on 

abstraction in African art is evidenced across media—sculpture, architectural facade 

paintings, textile design, and other forms. In some cases, this non-realistic stylization is fairly 

subtle. In other works, only minimal suggestions tie the forms to the human. Complementing 

the importance of abstraction is an emphasis on visual boldness. Many African works are 

particularly forceful in their visual impact while many others are inventive departures from 

any animal or human form. 

Parallel asymmetries. African artists often reveal a fundamental concern with a visual 

combination of balanced composition and vital asymmetries. This gives even a relatively 

static form a sense of vitality and movement. Parallel asymmetries are also evidenced in 

profile and back views of the same figure and in the push/pull of negative and positive 

spaces. The overall painting of the symmetrical features of the body is frequently 

distinguished by asymmetry, as in the lines and shapes painted on the human body by the 

men of a Nuba group in southern Sudan (sec fig. 13-48). Similarly, bold asymmetries 

characterize African architectural design, particularly when one looks at these works 

alongside the rigidly symmetrical architectural traditions of other parts of the world. In 

African sculpture and textiles, as in architecture, broken or undulating lines are generally 

preferred to rigidly straight lines. Varied pattern elements and intentional breaks or shifts in a 

pattern are also emphasized over exact replication. 

Sculptural primacy. Most art in Africa is carved, molded, or constructed into three-
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dimensional forms, even though important traditions of two-dimensional painted, engraved, 

or raised designs also exist. In many cases, even two-dimensional art forms are meant to be 

seen and admired primarily three-dimensionally, as when wall paintings (such as those 

mentioned above) wrap around building surfaces in ways that enhance their sculptural 

effects. Flat textiles become three-dimensional when used as tents or enclosures; they become 

four-dimensional (spanning time as well as height, breadth, and depth) when they move 

through space on the human body, as in the astounding variety of performed masquerades. 

Earthen and stone architecture also has a sculptural tradition that distinguishes African 

Islamic and Christian examples from those of other areas. 

Performance. Many of the visual art forms surveyed in this volume were first seen in 

performance contexts. Indeed, it may well be that for African peoples, performance, which 

always implies music and dance, is the primary art form. Elaborate personal decoration, for 

example, nearly always involves public display and very often invokes gesture, dance, and 

other stylized forms of behavior: in short, performance. Many groups of people both perform 

with art (such as sculptures, masks, and dance wands) and, in their collectivities, often 

become art. Statuary that resides in a shrine for most of its “life” may be ceremonially carried 

to the site in a “festival of images.” The ultimate performance genre is the festival—with 

events invoking visual, audial, and kinetic forms of great variety and richness. These events 

are all orchestrated toward a large communal or state purpose, be it a proper funereal “send-

off” for a prominent person, an initiation of youths, or a New Year’s or First Fruits ceremony. 

Masquerades—in both prevalence and astonishing variety—are among the most complex and 

prominent of African arts. 

Humanism/Anthropomorphism. Home to the first humans, Africa is remarkable for the 

emphasis its patrons and artists have historically placed on the adornment, and often 

transformation, of the human body. This use of the human skin as canvas can be seen in 

images painted in rock shelters of the Sahara more than seven thousand years ago, which 

seem to depict humans in elaborate paint and beadwork. African art also focuses on 

representations of the human body, human spirit, and human society, and most sculptural 

traditions in Africa incorporate human beings as their primary subjects. Even portrayals of 

animals in masquerades and other arts often include human-derived elements, such as jewelry 

or elaborate coiffures. Virtually all art and architecture on the continent (with the exception 

of ancient Egypt) has been conceived on a human scale. Anthropomorphism also features 

prominently in African architecture, with the naming of particular construction elements to 

represent parts of the human anatomy, or the decoration of building facades to suggest textile 

patterns or body scarification. 
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Ensemble/Assemblage. An isolated statue or other African work is rare and exceptional. 

Varied works are usually assembled together, as in a shrine or multicharacter masquerade. 

And many individual works are themselves composite, having been made from diverse 

meaningful materials. Power figures from Mali to Benin and Nigeria and on to the Congo 

make this point with particular force, as the purposes of these images derive from their varied 

materials, just as their visual character is dependent upon them. Thus the ensemble—the 

collection of works or the assembling of composite materials in a single work—is a vital trait 

of visual arts all over Africa. The idea is driven home by the elaborate assemblages of 

personal decorations featured for ceremonies nearly everywhere—scarification or tattoo, 

coiffure, jewelry, cloth, and sometimes body or face painting—and by the combination of 

varied arts, including music and dance, in festivals. It follows, then, that these art works and 

ensembles—in part because they comprise many materials and forms—will have many 

meanings. 

Multiplicity of meaning. Like a telephone line that carries multiple messages 

simultaneously, African art is characterized by its multiplicity of meanings and intellectual 

complexity. As in the varied rhythms and competing melodies of jazz, these differential 

meanings exist concurrently and harmoniously within the same work, giving it an even larger 

(broader) sense of symbolic and intellectual grounding than it otherwise might have. In 

African art a single form is often intended to mean different things to different members of 

society, depending on age, level of knowledge, and level of initiation. A Dogon kanaga mask 

form (see fig. 5-19) signifies at once a variety of beings, such as a bird, a crocodile, or a 

primordial being. Another example of this multiplicity of meanings is that of an Asante 

goldweight depicting a bird scratching its back with its beak or looking backwards. “Pick it 

up if it falls behind” is one common translation. This can refer to the “wisdom of 

hindsight”—how one can learn from one’s mistakes—or it can indicate more literally that 

one needs to clean up things left behind, such as an incomplete task or a mess. Thus there are 

many possible meanings for an apparently simple image depending on the circumstances of 

its occurrence or use, as well as each viewer’s experience, knowledge of proverbs, and 

wisdom. This multi-referential quality in African art makes research into art symbolism both 

challenging and rewarding; artists and users frequently offer different interpretations to the 

meanings of a single given form. 

CHANGING PERCEPTIONS OF AFRICAN ART 

Africa was known to the ancient world for the power, wealth, and artistic magnificence of 

Egypt and was a place of thriving art production during much of Europe’s “dark ages.” Great 
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inland art centers, such as Zimbabwe and Ile-Ife, were flourishing at this time and have left 

behind striking evidence of the aesthetic and cultural complexity of powerful indigenous 

political systems. Africa has also been host to larger artistic encounters. Christianity thrived 

in many African regions, and in Ethiopia works of painting, sculpture, and architecture still 

draw upon one of the world’s oldest Christian traditions. Africa also played a crucial role in 

the development and expansion of Islam. Mosques in Egypt and Tunisia are over a thousand 

years old. Timbuktu (in present-day Mali) became the home to one of the world’s most 

important universities, its large library specializing in law. The kings of Mali, who controlled 

much of the world’s gold trade at this time, were wealthy beyond compare. In addition to the 

gold-ornamented horse trappings and other decorative arts made in Mali, court builders 

created magnificent multistoried architectural projects using local earth. During this period 

(eleventh to fifteenth centuries), cities of the East African coast such as Kilwa were said to be 

among the most handsome in the world, both for their inhabitants’ elegant fashions of dress 

and for their unique traditions of decorative coral architecture. Asian merchants sought out 

these rich East African ports and interior markets, leaving behind large quantities of export 

ceramics and other materials that have been important for the dating of sites. 

In the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, Africa continued to be known as a place of 

powerful kings and lavish courts. In this era of broad-based sea exploration, many European 

travelers to Africa compared the continent’s court architecture and thriving cities favorably 

with the best of Europe. They also brought home ivories, textiles, and other art works that 

eventually found their way into the collections of the most distinguished art patrons and 

artists of Europe, such as the Medici family and Albrecht Dürer. Even during the horrors of 

the slave trade, which resulted in inconceivable personal suffering, massive political 

instability in much of Africa, and the transportation of a significant proportion of Africa’s 

own essential labor force to the Americas to provide for the West’s industrialization drive—

outside observers continued to hold highly favorable views of Africa and its arts. 

These generally positive images of Africa changed dramatically in the nineteenth century. 

Western desire for greater control over Africa’s trade partners, religious beliefs, and political 

engagements led to an era of widespread colonial expansion. Consistent with the aims of 

nineteenth-century colonialism, Africa was then frequently described in published accounts 

as a place of barbaric cultural practices and heinous rulers. If art was mentioned at all, it 

tended to be in negative terms. Charles Darwin’s theories of biological evolution also had a 

negative impact and were used to support popular parallel theories of social evolution that 

falsely maintained that African societies (as well as those of other peoples such as American 

Indians, Indonesians, Irish, and peasants more generally) represented a lower level of 
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humanity, indeed an earlier prototype within the human evolutionary sequence. 

Arts and other contributions of these societies were similarly disparaged as lacking in 

rational foundation, true innovation, and sustained cultural accomplishment. For example, 

when the great archaeological finds at Ile-Ife (in present-day Nigeria) were discovered at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, it was wrongly assumed that a group of lost Europeans 

was responsible for these technically and aesthetically sophisticated sculptures. 
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CHAPTER 1:   

THE SAHARA AND THE MAGHREB 

MONICA BLACKMUN VISONÀ 

The Arabic name al-Sahra means simply "the desert," as though the Sahara were the definitive 

example of a dry, barren landscape. A vast expanse of stone and sand covering a landmass larger than the 

continental United States, the Sahara would seem to sever the coastal regions of northern Africa from the 

rest of the continent to the south. In fact, paths crossing the desert are older than the desert itself, and 

cultural exchange across the Sahara and in the oasis cities has played an important role in the history of 

African art. 

The Sahara has not always been arid and forbidding. During a geological phase that began around 

11,000 BC and lasted for some eight thousand years, the region was a well- watered savannah, a fertile 

land where diverse peoples invented new technologies and created new art forms. After around 3000 BC, 

as drought followed upon drought, Saharan populations would have migrated to more welcoming regions 

to the north, east, and south. The early arts of the Sahara thus most probably laid the foundation for 

artistic traditions in many areas of the African continent. 

By about 1000 BC the desert as we know it had emerged. The cool mountains and coastal plains 

to the northwest, however, remained green and fertile. Divided today between the countries of Morocco, 

Algeria, and Tunisia, this region is known by its Arabic name, the Maghreb. The Maghreb has a long 

history of attracting foreign settlers, beginning with colonies founded by the Phoenicians and ancient 

Greeks during the first millennium BC and continuing through successive periods of conquest and rule by 

Romans, Vandals, Byzantines, and Arabs. The Greeks referred to the indigenous peoples of the region (as 

they referred to all foreigners) as "barbarians," barbaroi. Their term is the origin for the word "Berber," 

the name still used to refer to these peoples. [Understandably, people descended from the original 

inhabitants of North Africa prefer to be known as Imazighen, “free people”, and they use the adjective 

Amazigh (as in Amazigh arts).]  The Imazighen speak languages of the Afro-Asiatic family, which are 

related to ancient Egyptian, and to modern languages such as Arabic, Amharic and Hausa.  Amazigh arts, 

and the art of early Saharan peoples, are the principal focus of this chapter. 

MAP 

TIMELINE 

CENTRAL SAHARAN ROCK ART 

Early arts discovered in North Africa include incised shells from Paleolithic sites in central Tunisia and 

intriguing semi-abstract stone sculptures from the central Sahara, which may date to the first millennium 

BC (fig. 1-10). The oldest and most  widespread Stone Age art form of the Sahara, however, is rock art. 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 29



Symbols and images cut into rock have been found from the Canary Islands in the west to the Red Sea in  

the  east, and from the Atlas mountains of northern Morocco to the Ennedi highlands of central Chad. The 

most fully documented sites are those of the central Sahara. 

Large Wild Fauna Style 

The Fezzan region of southwestern Libya is marked by rugged plateaus and outcrops of bare stone 

overlooking windswept plains of gravel and sand.  Only a few brackish pools and tiny oases provide 

water for nomads and their camels. Images of giraffes and an elephant incised by Paleolithic artists into 

the rock walls of a streambed, however, evoke a time when the region was filled with animals now extinct 

or found only south of the Sahara (fig. 1-2). 

This type of rock art is generally known as Large Wild Fauna style, after the impressive scale of 

the animals depicted. It has also been known as Bubalus style, after bubalus anticuus, an extinct species 

of wild bovid that is sometimes portrayed. The giraffes in the example here are almost life size. Deep, 

smooth, and continuous, the outlines of the three beasts are so fluid that it is difficult to remember that 

they were laboriously ground into the rock with stone tools and abrasives. The portrayal is largely 

naturalistic and evidently observed from life (note the giraffe that bends down in a characteristic pose to 

drink). The size of the elephant's head is exaggerated, however, and all three animals bear the outsized, 

rounded feet typical of Large Wild Fauna images. 

Hundreds of such images have been found in the central Sahara, especially in the Fezzan region. 

Scholars have often assumed that the images were somehow involved in "hunting magic," an attempt by 

Paleolithic peoples to control the animals they wished to kill. Yet this explanation is probably too 

simplistic. Large Wild Fauna images were more likely rooted in a conceptual system as sophisticated as 

the world view of the hunters who created the rock art of southern Africa (see chapter 14). 

Some images clearly have a supernatural dimension (fig. 1-3). Here, a rhinoceros lies on its back, 

its broad feet waving in the air. Two humanlike creatures, their legs in running position, their hands 

grasping unidentified objects, appear to the right of the animal. Instead of human heads, the figures have 

the heads of jackal-like animals.  These energetic, animal-headed human figures are not unique: 

depictions of figures with the heads of other wild animals have also been found in the region. 

1-2 Superimposed elephants and giraffes
Large Wild Fauna Style, 8000 – 4000 BC
Stone (chalk added by photographers)
Wadi In Habeter, Messak Settafet, Fezzan, Libya
Photo: c. 1932, Felsbildarchiv des Frobenius Instituts

1-3 Jackal-headed figures with rhino
Large Wild Fauna Style, 800 – 4000 BC
Stone (chalk added by photographers)
Wadi In Habeter, Messak Settafet, Fezzan, Libya
Photo: c. 1932, Felsbildarchiv des Frobenius Instituts
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The integration of animal heads and human bodies seems remarkably similar to the ways in 

which ancient Egyptian artists depicted their deities (see fig. 2-15). But until examples of Large Wild 

Fauna rock art can be securely dated, no firm conclusions can be drawn from such correspondences. 

Certainly, the images were created after 10,000 BC, when humans re-entered the newly green Sahara. The 

spread of new cultures across the region between 7000 and 5000 BC may mark the end of the style, for no 

references to the pottery, crops, or herds of these populations have been found in Large Wild Fauna 

works. On the other hand, the Large Wild Fauna culture may have lived alongside these new cultures 

until the desiccation of the desert was complete. For the time being, we can only state that animal-headed 

images from the Sahara preceded those of the Nile Valley. Their presence in both areas suggests that 

ancient Saharans and ancient Egyptians shared some cultural features. 

Archaic Style 

Pigments permit images in the so-called Archaic, or Round Head, style to be much more securely dated. 

Carbon-14 testing in the Tadrart Acacus region south of Fczzan has yielded dates of 8000 to 6000 BC for 

works in the same style as this splendid horned female figure from the Tassili n' Ajjer highlands of 

southeastern Algeria (fig. 1-4). [Unfortunately, visitors have wet the drawing to make the image more 

visible in their photographs, and the image is now quite faint.  Photographs taken recently show how 

much damage has been done.] As in other Archaic works, shapes of solid color are outlined in white or 

black. The round head is featureless. The fine lines streaming from the arms and hips may depict raffia 

garments, or they may allude to rain and moisture. Rows of dots highlight the legs, shoulders, and pointed 

breasts. Tiny dark figures surround the figure, emphasizing its majestic scale. Certainly, this rhythmic 

image is no mere dancing girl; she may instead represent or invoke a sacred horned being 

One of the most intriguing examples of Archaic art seems to depict a human figure whose 

outsize face is filled with exaggerated features (fig. 1-5). The image may well portray a masquerader, a 

dancer transformed into a deity or spirit through wearing a costume (apparently of knotted fibers) and a 

wooden mask. Hands and feet, often carefully hidden in African masquerades, disappear here in the 

repeated curves of the figure's limbs. Whether this striking image depicts the masked human who 

temporarily made a superhuman being manifest, or whether it once evoked a spirit who would otherwise 

1-4 Horned female figure
Archaic Style, 8000 – 6000 BC
Chalk, ochre on stone
Tassili n’Ajjer, Algeria 
Photo:  Khan Academy, Jean-Dominque
Lajoux 

1-5 Masked figure
Archaic Style, 8000 – 6000 BC
Chalk, ochre on stone
Aouenrhet, Tassili n’Ajjer, Algeria
Photo: Copyright Jean-Dominique Lajoux 

By the beginning of the third millennium BC, the 
Egyptians worshiped a cattle-headed goddess named 
Hathor, whom they called “the mistress of the 
western desert.”  This painting may honor a horned 
deity of the central Sahara, possibly one of Hathor’s 
predecessors 
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have been invisible, a spirit who was visualized in such a guise could easily have been manifested in a 

masquerade. We may thus be looking at some of the earliest evidence for one of the most important of all 

African art forms. 

Pastoralist Style 

Images in the Archaic sty le are sometimes found overlaid by paintings in the Pastoralist, or Cattle, style. 

Pastoralist works were created by herders and agriculturalists, who appeared in the central Sahara during 

the early fifth millennium BC. The detailed naturalism of Pastoralist works is striking, and their depiction 

of everyday life unprecedented. In a typically large and complex scene, cattle are lovingly and 

individually catalogued (fig. 1-6). A man seems to tend his herd, while women and children carry on a  

conversation. An oval shape may be a symbol transforming the images into a mythical realm, or it may 

simply depict an enclosure or a dwelling. In another detail from a painted rock face in Tassili, a woman 

strides forward with determination, pulling along a dawdling child whose whining protests are almost 

audible (fig. 1-7). 

Most of the Pastoralist art of Tassili n'Ajjer and the surrounding highlands was produced during 

the middle of the fourth millennium BC. By the second millennium BC the Pastoralists seem to have left 

the Sahara, which had probably already become too dry to sustain their herds and crops. Scholars have 

speculated that their descendant snow inhabit regions of northeastern Africa where cattle are the focus of 

present-day cultures. Yet elders of the cattle-raising Fulani people of West Africa have interpreted some 

Pastoralist images as references to their own myths and religious initiations, and the influence of the 

Pastoralist people may have been widespread south of the Sahara. 

Later Styles and Subjects 

Even after the Sahara became dry and desolate, the practice of rock art continued. Horses and chariots are 

common later subjects (fig. 1-8). Simply drawn in a variety of stylistic conventions, the images mark  

1-6 Families with cattle
Pastoralist Style, 4000 – 3000 BC
Chalk, charcoal, ochre, bound
with cow’s milk
Tassili n’Ajjer, Algeria 
Photo:  Copyright Jean-
Dominique Lajoux

1-7 Woman and child
Pastoralist Style, 4000 – 3000 BC
Chalk, charcoal, ochre, bound with cow’s milk
Ozaneare, Tassili n’Ajjer, Algeria 
Photo:  Copyright Jean-Dominque Lajoux 

The subtle reds, yellows, and browns in this 
painting show the wide range of ochers, or colored 
clays, used by the artist.  White chalk and black 
charcoal may also have been used.  Chemical 
analysis has revealed that the pigments were 
bound with milk.  Thus the medium and well as 
the subject matter underscores the importance of 
cattle in the life of these Pastoralists 
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locations along trans-Saharan trade routes used by semi-nomadic Imazighen, who knew of the use of 

chariots in the Maghreb and Egypt, and who during the first millennium BC had increasing contacts with 

settled peoples of the western Sudan. 

Some of the schematic, economical images of camels found throughout the Sahara share stylistic 

features with these horses and charioteers, and thus most probably represent a continuation of the same 

tradition. For example, the rod-shaped heads of the figures in one energetic painting (fig. 1-9) can also be 

seen in depictions of horses and chariots. Although the image may have been painted almost two 

thousand years ago, the saddle and canteens resemble those still used by Tuareg (nomadic Imazighen) 

today. 

The drawing is a delightful arrangement of geometric shapes. The camel itself has been 

constructed of triangles and parabolas. The solid rectangular rider, probably male, is contrasted with the 

triangular forms of the figure in the enclosure, probably female. The two figures raise their arms in 

identical gestures, giving us the impression that they have been seized by some strong emotion. 

The square around the figure on the left seems equivalent to the home or symbolic space in the 

Pastoralist painting examined earlier (see fig. 1-6).  Just as the rock art of the Sahara is often difficult to 

link to specific populations, carved stones found lying in the desert are impossible to place in a cultural 

context. We may assume that these mysterious, sculptures were left by an ancient Amazigh group, and on 

some phallic forms of stone, the minimal indications of brow and forehead suggest a human face (fig. 1-

10). Yet no archaeological data indicates why or when they were left in such isolated locations. 

THE MAGHREB AND THE ANCIENT MEDITERRANEAN WORLD 

As the Sahara dried out, the Maghreb emerged as a distinct region, an arc of land that remained fertile and 

green. [Around 800 BC, settlers from Phoenicia, an eastern Mediterranean region corresponding to 

1-8 Men, giraffes, and a chariot
Tulip-headed Style, 1000 BC – AD 1000
Carved lines in the rock
Aïr ou Azbine, Niger
Drawing after a photograph by Paris, Copyright

1-9 Figures with camel
Camel Style, after 700 BC
Pigment on rock 
Tassili n’Ajjer. Algeria
Photo: Copyright Jean-Dominque Lajoux 

1-10 Cylindrical object with face
Unknown culture, 4000 – 3000 BC?
Carved stone
Hassi Ouan Sidi, Algeria
Photo:  Copyright Musée du Quai Branly, Paris
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modern day Lebanon, founded the city of Carthage, near the modern city of Tunis.  By 600 BC, Greek 

settlers had built the prosperous city of Cyrene, in eastern Libya.] The region and its peoples were drawn 

into a period of history marked by the growth of ever more expansive civilizations around the 

Mediterranean basin, a period that culminates with the unification of the entire Mediterranean surround 

under Roman rule. 

Carthage 

A wealthy commercial city on the northern tip of present-day Tunisia, Carthage soon founded colonies of 

its own and eventually came to control not only most of the Maghreb but also parts of Spain and the 

islands of Sardinia, Corsica, and Sicily. In general, the art of Carthage remained closely linked to the 

eastern Mediterranean world from which it had come. Distinctive stone votive slabs (steles), however, 

feature motifs also found in Berber arts over the centuries. 

The votive slab here (fig. 1-11) comes from a tophet, or sacred area, outside Carthage. Dating 

from the fourth century BC, it honors two of the most important Carthaginian deities, the male god Baal 

and the female deity Tanit. The upper register is inscribed with a prayer in the Phoenician script. The 

middle register contains three symbols. At the left, a hand indicates worship or protection, or both. In the 

center, Tanit is represented by a triangle surmounted by a circle and two raised arm -like forms. To the 

right, Baal is represented as a horned circle upon an upright pole. The fish in the lower register may be an 

image of male fertility associated with Baal, while the crescent moon and circular star or planet, which 

form an eye-like image in the triangular projection at the top of the stone, probably refer again to Tanit. 

Hands, eyes, and fish still figure symbolically in Amazigh art. Similarities between Tanit's triangular 

symbol and the triangular figure in the Saharan rock painting examined earlier are especially intriguing 

(see fig. 1-9).  

Triangular shapes occur over and over again in Amazigh arts as images of female presence and 

power. We do not know whether one culture influenced the other, or whether the similarities are a 

coincidence, a straightforward reference by both peoples to the pubic triangle. In any case, the 

Carthaginian triangle of Tanit must have resonated with local Imazighen. 

Numidia and Mauritania 

To the south of Carthage, a succession of Amazigh rulers consolidated a kingdom known as Numidia. 

Together with rulers from another important Amazigh kingdom known as Mauritania, Numidian rulers 

played an active role in the Punic Wars, the three great conflicts in which the upstart civilization of Rome, 

based in the Italian peninsula, challenged Carthage, then the dominant power of the western 

1-11 Market (stele) from tophet
Punic, c. 600 – 200 BC
Carved stone
Carthage, Tunisia
Musée du Bardo, Tunis
Photo: Wikimedia, Michel-Georges Bernard 
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Mediterranean. Conspiring with both sides, Amazigh rulers were partially responsible for Rome's ultimate 

victory in 143 BC. 

Monumental stone tombs of Mauritanian and Numidian rulers still stand from this period of 

powerful Amazigh polities. One of the most famous of these monuments is believed to be the grave of 

Juba II, who ruled both regions at the end of the first century BC (fig. 1-12). It was also intended for his 

 wife, Cleopatra Selene, the daughter of the famous Egyptian queen Cleopatra VII and the Roman general 

Mark Anthony. The huge conical structure, almost 116 feet in diameter, is supported on a shallow 

cylindrical base ornamented with engaged columns. The Numidian tomb resembles that of the Roman 

emperor Caesar Augustus, and the even larger tomb of the fourth-century BC Greek king Mausolus, who 

ruled in Asia Minor (which has given us the word "mausoleum").  Both were suitable models for a 

powerful Amazigh king and his family. The interior of this tomb has chambers similar to those found in 

Egyptian and Nubian pyramids.  

The tombs of Numidian and Mauretanian rulers illustrate well the cross-cultural currents of the 

ancient Mediterranean world, but they also take their place in an indigenous regional tradition of stone 

funerary architecture. Megalithic funerary structures of natural or dressed boulders were erected in the 

Maghreb as early as the third millennium BC. In the northern Sahara, chambered tombs of stone with 

earthen mortar are contemporary with later Amazigh, Carthaginian, and Roman monuments, while 

throughout the central Sahara are found numerous stone tumuli , mounds of uncut rocks piled into ovals 

or concentric circular patterns, which have not yet been dated. 

Rome 

 Unlike earlier settlers, who had confined themselves to coastal areas, the Romans extended their control 

over most of the agricultural land north of the Sahara. Administrators, soldiers, and slaves from as far 

north as Scotland and as far east as Iran were sent to Rome's African provinces, while Imazighren were 

appointed to military and administrative positions throughout the empire. One of the most powerful 

Roman emperors, Septimius Severus (ruled AD 193-211), was born in Libya and was of Amazigh origin. 

Perhaps the most important legacy of Roman presence in Africa is the Roman city. A wonderfully 

preserved example is Thamugadis, or Timgad (figs. 1-13, 1-14). Built by order of the emperor Trajan in  

the early second century AD, Timgad was located along a major Roman road in the heart of Numidian  

1-12 Tomb of royal family
Numidian / Mauritanian, c. AD 50
Stone blocks, 115 ft. high
Near Tipasa, Algeria
Photo: Wikimedia
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territory, in what is now Algeria, less than a day's journey from the tomb of Juba II. Typical of the cities 

Romans built throughout the provinces of their empire, it was constructed on a square plan bisected by the 

cardo (the central north/south street) and the decumanus (the central east/west street). At their inter 

section was the forum, the central square of the city. A small temple, public toilets, and a public meeting 

hall called a basilica were all arranged around the forum. Near one end of the decumanus were spacious 

public baths, and at the other was a huge triumphal arch, an imposing gateway to the city. 

The public baths of Timgad have their equivalent in Maghrebi cities today, where public 

bathhouses still function as meeting places. Monumental arches in Roman cities such as Timgad were 

models for city gateways and mosque entrances. The most influential type of building in Timgad, 

however, was the basilica. Roman basilicas provided the basic plan for early churches, the buildings 

where followers of Jesus Christ gathered and worshipped after Christianity was legalized in the fourth 

century AD.  The basilica also provided a template for the prayerhalls of Islamic mosques. 

THE COSMOPOLITAN WORLD OF ISLAM 

During the fifth century AD, Timgad was conquered by a Christianized Germanic people known as the 

Vandals, who entered and took control of Rome's African provinces. A century later, the region was 

reclaimed by the armies of the Byzantine empire, as the successor state to the eastern Roman empire was 

later known. Timgad was finally abandoned after the great cultural upheavals of the seventh century AD, 

when Arab armies, newly united under the banner of Islam, swept across North Africa. 

The religious, social, and political order of Islam dates its beginnings to an event called the hijra, 

when the Prophet Muhammad emigrated from the city of Mecca to the city of Yathrib, later called 

Medina, some two hundred miles to the north on the Arabian peninsula. From Medina, where he quickly 

established leadership, Muhammad continued to preach Islam, or "submission" to God's will. He also 

continued to have visions in which the Archangel Gabriel revealed to him God's word, revelations that 

were later written down and collected into the Qur'an, the holy book of Islam. The Prophet reached out 

through both diplomacy and warfare to bring the divided Arab clans of the pen insula into the single, all-

embracing umma, or "community," of Muslims ("those who have submitted"). As the event that signaled 

1-13 Plan of Timgad
Roman, AD 120 – c. 450
Timgad, Algeria
Photo:  Wikimedia

1-14 View of Timgad, with triumphal arch
Roman, AD 120 – c. 450
Cut stone
Timgad, Algeria
Photo: Wikimedia
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the founding of the umma, the hijra marks the starting point for the Islamic calendar. It occurred in AD 

622, or 1 AH in Islamic reckoning. 

During the century following Muhammad's death in AD 632 (10 AH), the new order expanded 

dramatically as Arab armies conquered territories north to Persia, east to the Indian subcontinent, and 

west across northern Africa before crossing the Straits of Gibraltar and moving northward through Spain 

and France. The Byzantine army was quickly ousted from northern Africa.  More significant resistance 

came from Imazighen led by such rulers as the Zenata queen known to Arab historians as al-Kahina. 

Nevertheless, within a generation the Maghreb was part of a vast new Islamic world. North Africans, 

including Imazighen, gradually converted to Islam, which over the ensuing centuries would spread 

peacefully into western Africa and along the eastern Africa coast. 

The Great Mosque at Kairouan 

Taken from the Arabic mesjid, "the place where one prostrates oneself," a mosque is the Islamic house of 

prayer. The first mosques are said to have been modeled after the place where Muhammad had instructed 

his followers in Medina. A simple adobe structure, it consisted of shaded walkways surrounding a 

rectangular courtyard. As Islam expanded, its architects translated this early model into more permanent 

and monumental form. 

One of the first stone mosques was built around AD 670 (48 AH) by the Arab general Uqba ben Nafi at 

his capital, Kairouan (al-Qayrawan), near the northeastern coast of Tunisia. When that mosque was 

destroyed by rebellious Imazighen, a new mosque was built on its ruins by the rulers of the Aghlabid 

Dynasty. The impressive building reflects the wealth and power the Aghlabids were accumulating after 

conquering Sicily and parts of southern Italy. Completed in AD 836 (214 AH), the Great Mosque of 

Kairouan (fig. 1-15) is one of the oldest mosques still in use, and it has served as a prototype for later 

mosques of Islamic West Africa. 

The massive stone walls of the compound are strengthened by buttressing and embellished with 

arched gateways. The walls created an imposing stronghold for the Aghlabids, who were the military as 

well as the religious rulers of the city. The prayerhall itself is preceded by a large open courtyard, sahn, 

surrounded by a covered, colonnaded walkway. In the center of the west wall of the courtyard rises a 

minaret, a tall platform for the crier, or muezzin, who calls the faithful to prayer. Minarets serve as a 

visual reminder that a town is under the protection of Islam.  The minaret of the Great Mosque at 

Kairouan is a sturdy watchtower overlooking the city. It has an interior staircase and is crowned with two 

square rooms and a small dome. Elsewhere in the Islamic world, minarets developed into slender towers 

1-15 Great Mosque at Kairouan
Aghlabid Dynasty, c. AD 836 (214 AH)
Stone, brick, tile
Kairouan, Tunisia
Photo:   Wikimedia
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large enough for only a single muezzin, but the minarets of many African mosques share the imposing 

scale of this tower. 

At the opposite end of the courtyard is the prayerhall, a large rectangular room, its roof supported 

by sixteen arcades (rows of arches set on columns) running parallel to the wider central aisle. The 

columns were salvaged from earlier Roman and Byzantine buildings, and their capitals are carved in a 

variety of styles. The wall opposite the principal entrance is the qibla wall, the wall oriented toward 

Mecca, the city in whose direction Muslims bow in prayer (fig. 1-16). 

The qibla wall is marked by an empty niche called the mihrab (fig. 1- 17), which may serve as a 

mystical reference to the presence of God. In the Great Mosque of Kairouan, the mihrab is framed by an 

arch and two marble columns, and its curved stone surface is pierced through with floral patterns. Inset 

into parts of the mihrab and the surrounding wall are glazed ceramic tiles imported from Syria. Adjacent 

to the mihrab is a minbar, the pulpit from which the imam (Arabic for "leader ") leads the congregation in 

prayer. Elaborately carved of wood, it is the oldest known minbar still in existence. 

The central aisle establishes an axis joining the main entrance of the prayerhall to the mihrab. On 

the exterior, the axis is made evident by two domes, one over the entrance and one before the mihrab. The 

section drawing in figure 1-18 taken along the central aisle, shows the two domes, the mihrab, and a  

supporting arcade. Like the Roman and Byzantine architects from whom they inherited the form, Islamic 

architects used the dome as a reference to the heavens and as a metaphor for the divine order of the 

universe. The fluted interiors of domes at Kairouan, with supporting ribs dividing the surface into 

concave sections, are a formal innovation. 

Kairouan was to develop a major madrasa, or college, and Muslims from many regions of West 

Africa traveled across the Sahara to study in this Tunisian city. Libraries and schools are joined to 

mosques throughout the Islamic world, and African mosques have served as centers of literacy and 

learning for centuries. 

1-16 Plan of the Great Mosque at Kairouan
Aghlabid Dynasty, AD 836 (214 AH)
Kairouan, Tunisia
Photo:  Wikimedia

1-17 Qibla, mihrab and minbar, interior of the Great Mosque 
Aghlabid Dynasty, AD 836 (214 AH)
Stone, tile, wood
Kairouan, Tunisia
Photo:  Wikimedia

1-18 Section taken along the center aisle of the prayerhall of the
Great Mosque (entrance at left, qibla at right)
Aghlabid Dynasty, AD 836 (214 AH)
Kairouan, Tunisia 
Photo: Drawing Copyright? H. Saladin
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The Qarawiyyan Mosque 

During the eleventh century AD, nomadic Imazighren from the southern Sahara, a region in present-day 

Mauritania, converted to a militant form of Islam.  Led by charismatic generals, a group of these 

Imazighren known as the Almoravids swept northward to overthrow the Muslim rulers of Morocco, 

Algeria, and Spain. Within two generations, the Almoravids were administering lands from the Senegal 

River in western Africa to the Ebro River in northern Spain.  The Almoravids established their capital at 

Marrakech, in southern Morocco, but a well-preserved example of their architecture may be seen in the 

Qarawiyyin (Karaouine) Mosque in the central Moroccan city of Fez.  The mosque was named for a pious 

woman of Qairouan, who had established it as a place of worship in the ninth century.  A minaret was 

added a century later, and the originally modest prayerhall was expanded.  But it was in AD 1135 (513 

AH), under the Almoravids, that the Qarawiyyin Mosque was given most of its final form. 

The plan of the prayerhall (fig. 1-17b) resembles that of the Great Mosque at Qairouan: a 

rectangular hall filled with arcades, with a central aisle connecting the principal entrance off the courtyard 

with the mihrab on the qibla wall.  However, the central aisle in the Qarawiyyin Mosque is set with a 

series of small domes, indicated by the circles on the plan.  In place of Qairouan’s hemispherical arches 

set on slender columns, Qarawiyyin’s arcades are formed of horseshoe arches on massive square plinths 

(fig. 1-18b).  The austerity of these arcades, whose stonemasonry is covered by white plaster, seems 

linked to the spartan desert background of the Almoravids and the reformist nature of their religious 

doctrine. 

Some of the most important features of the mosque, however, reflect a much different esthetic.  

For example, the dome above the mihrab is not a simple hemisphere, but a canopy of honeycomb-like 

projections of carved stucco called muqarnas.  Some of their surfaces are ornamented with tracery in 

green and white, producing an effect similar to the effect similar to the embroidered panels that still 

ornament the tops of Mauritanian tents.  Even more delicate ornamentation can be found in the pavilions 

of the fountains in the courtyard, built in the seventeenth century (tenth century AH) during a later 

dynastic period (fig. 1-19b).  Their patterned surfaces recall the architectural styles of al-Andalus, the  

1-17b Plan of the Qarawiyyin Mosque
Almoravid Dynasty and others, c. AD 1135 (513 AH)
Fez, Morocco
Photo:  Wikimedia

1-18 Interior of prayerhall, Qarawiyyin Mosque
Almoravid Dynasty, c. AD 1135 (513 AH)
Stone, plaster, wood 
Fez, Morocco
Photo:  Wikimedia
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provinces of Spain which had fallen to Christian armies at the end of the fifteenth century after being 

under Muslim rule for eight centuries.  In fact, Muslim and Jewish refugees who fled Spain during the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries AD settled in Moroccan cities such as Fez. 

Adjacent to the prayerhall is a library serving the need so Qarawiyyin’s college, or madrasa, one 

of the world’s oldest universities.  Libraries and schools are joined to mosques throughout the Islamic 

world, and African mosques have served as centers of literacy and learning for centuries.  As in Qairouan, 

scientists, writers and religious scholars were educated in Qarawiyyin’s madrasa.   

REGIONAL AMAZIGH ARTS 

Imazighen who inhabited the cities of the Maghrebi coasts have generally been absorbed into the 

international Arabicized culture that has developed throughout North Africa. Distinctive Amazigh 

languages, cultural practices, and art forms still thrive, however, in the mountaintop communities of 

Tunisia. Algeria, and Morocco, and south of the Mediterranean coastal plains. The oases of the Sahara, 

from Siwa in Egypt to Chinguetti in Mauritania, have also been centers of settled and nomadic Imazighen. 

Amazigh artists have generally heeded the warnings in the Qur'an against idolatry by avoiding figural 

representation in their arts; masks and statuary are quite rare. Instead, they employ a rich vocabulary of 

abstract, often symbolic motifs and patterns in architecture, ceramics, textiles, and body arts. 

Architecture and Household Arts in the Northern Mountains 

The architecture of northern Amazigh groups has intrigued foreign observers for thousands of years.  

Writing in the fifth century BC, the Greek historian Herodotus noted that Imazighen he called the 

Troglodytes lived in subterranean dwellings. Underground houses are still used in areas of southwestern 

Tunisia with mixed Amazigh and Arabic populations. Studies have shown that the interiors of these 

excavated spaces maintain a remarkably even temperature year-round. 

Furniture in Tunisia’s underground dwellings is carved from the surrounding stone and earth, 

then covered with whitewash, clay, or paint. Hearths, benches, and shelves of dried mud covered with 

plaster and paint are also found in Amazigh homes constructed of stone that are mostly above ground. In 

the traditional Kabyle houses of Algeria’s northern mountains, whose large common areas were decorated 

by women, designs included rows of painted triangles that surrounded the square or rectangular niches in 

the wall, and covered the inset containers where grain and other foodstuffs were stored (fig. 1-19).  

1-19b Courtyard of the Qarawiyyan Mosque showing pavilions for fountains
Saadian Dynasty and others, c. 1600
Stone, tile, stucco
Fez, Morocco
Photo:  Wikimedia
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Diamond-shaped motifs, or lozenges, occur in vertical and horizontal bands in most Amazigh 

arts. This shape is seen as an eye of power and protection, capable of counteracting the gaze of evildoers 

or the "evil eye." Protection from the evil eye is also found in five pointed fingers, a concept expressed in 

the gesture of an outstretched hand, and in the Arabic expression "five in your eye." The importance of 

khamsa, the Arabic word for the number five, is evident in the way diamond, zigzag, and triangular 

patterns are often grouped in fives. Protective images such as the eye or the hand allude to spiritual 

defenses against misfortune and tap into a supernatural power known as baraka. Unleashed by certain 

substances, people, actions, and experiences, baraka is believed to bring prosperity and blessing to a 

family that properly conserves and controls this unseen force. 

Pottery of the Kabyle and other Imazighen is also marked with rows of triangles. Archaeologists 

suggest that vessels made by Amazigh potters today appear to be quite similar to those used by their 

ancestors in the Maghreb over two thousand years ago. Both the overall shapes and the decoration with 

dark patterns over buff surfaces seem to have changed remarkably little over time. Ceramic vessels may 

be seen in this photograph of a restored Kabyle home, whose geometric murals echo the designs of the 

pottery (fig. 1 -19). 

The protective shapes found on the walls of Kabyle houses are also found in textiles of the 

Imazighen and other populations in the Maghreb. A splendid wool rug or saddle blanket, woven by a 

Zemmour woman from the Middle Atlas, the mountains between Fez and the Moroccan coast, displays 

multiple variations of these popular symbols (fig. 1-20). The horizontal bands feature at least eight  

different types of lozenges, some of which are spiked with five projections on each side. Five tiny 

diamonds stacked vertically may be a motif known as the tree of life, and at least one of the zigzag forms 

may be a reference to a motif called fish tails, an ancient image of blessing and power.  

Textiles woven in the Maghreb have traveled over trans-Saharan trade routes for over five 

hundred years. As early as the sixteenth century, Portuguese vessels were carrying Amazigh rugs and 

blankets to both Europe and West Africa.  Textiles in many regions of Africa south of the Sahara thus 

show the influence of Amazigh designs. 

Perhaps the most visually compelling examples of Amazigh architecture are the fortress-like 

walled towns, ksar (sing. ksour), of Morocco’s Anti-Atlas, the slopes of the mountain range that face the 

1-19 Interior of a home painted by its owner
Amazigh (Kabyle), restored c. 2015?
Stone, plaster, pigment 
Kabyle region, Algeria
Photo: Copyright Margaret Courtney-Clarke 

1-20 Rug or saddle blanket
Amazigh (Zemmour), before 1980 
Wool, dye
Middle Atlas Mountains, Morocco
Photo:  British Museum 
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Sahara. Constructed of pounded adobe bricks, or stone plastered with clay, ksar are located in the scenic 

river valleys that were once connected to trans-Sahara trade routes. Surmounted by triangular projections 

(fig. 1-21), individual structures are joined by the community’s protective walls. Inside a ksour, closely  

packed three- to five story dwellings line narrow streets, creating cool canyons sheltered from the harsh 

sunlight and fierce winds of the desert. 

Fortified farmhouses known as tigermatin (sing. tighremt) are often found near ksar (fig. 1-22). 

On the facade of the tighremt the bricks have been placed in layers to form relief patterns around the 

narrow openings of the top stories. Sometimes fresh and crisp, sometimes weathered and crumbling, these 

geometric decorations adorn the exteriors of both ksar and tigermatin. For the last fifty years, these 

striking architectural structures have served as the backdrop for countless Hollywood films and have 

attracted tourists from around the world. 

A section drawing of a similar tighremt (fig. 1-23) reveals the structure of this fortified 

farmhouse.  Animals are stabled in the ground floor, where storerooms and granaries are located. A 

central courtyard opens to the sky, providing light and ventilation. Arched doorways open from the 

reception hall and living areas onto interior balconies overlooking the courtyard. The roof serves as a 

work area, and the towers as observation posts that once allowed the inhabitants to prepare for the arrival 

of caravans. 

We do not know when or how these distinctive architectural forms developed. A fourth-century 

AD Roman mosaic from Carthage depicts a farmhouse whose fortress-like aspect, ground-floor granary, 

and corner towers suggest an early version of a tighremt. The names and locations of ksar can be found in 

Arabic geographies written in the twelfth century. But beyond these isolated clues, nothing more is 

known. 

Architecture and Household Arts in the Sahara 

1-21 Entrance to a Ksar
Amazigh, date of origin unknown
Adobe
Skoura, Ouarzazate region, Morocco
Photo:  Wikimedia

1-22 Exterior of a tighremt 
Amazigh, date of origin unknown
Adobe
Dra Valley, Morocco
Photo: Wikimedia

1-23 Section of a tighremt
Amazigh
Photo:  Drawing Copyright Adam 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 42



Oasis cities of the Sahara have also developed distinctive architectural forms, all adapted to the task of 

sheltering dwellers from the extremes of the desert climate. In the northern Sahara, many oasis 

communities were once administered by Muslim religious leaders whose congregations practiced 

unorthodox forms of Islam.  In the past these remote towns also hosted Jews and Christians fleeing 

religious persecution. As oases along the trans-Saharan trade routes, they attracted nomadic peoples as 

well as immigrants from the south. The architectural forms of these towns thus reflect influences from 

many African regions. 

The cities of the Mzab oasis of north-central Algeria were founded by a group of Khajarite 

Muslims, in the eleventh century AD. The smooth and organic forms of their mosques may be the result 

of sustained contact between the Mzab and the Inland Niger Delta empire of Mali after the thirteenth 

century AD. Gardaia, the largest community in the Mzab, is dominated by the tapering cone of its minaret 

and the curved walls of the mosque flowing over the hillside beside it (fig. 1-24). The Gardaia minaret  

echoes the square base, sloping sides, and general proportions of the minaret at the Great Mosque of 

Qairouan to the northeast (sec fig. 1-15). But its soft contours and adobe plastering link it as well to the 

West African mosques across the desert to the south, such as one originally built for a Songhai leader 

around 1515 in the city of Agadez in northern Niger (fig. 1-25; see fig. 4-9). The four horn-like 

projections at the top are similar to those of the dwellings in the ksour illustrated above (see fig. 1-21). 

A striking minaret flanks the main mosque of Chinguetti (pronounced "shinget"), an oasis over 

two thousand miles to the southwest in what is now central Mauritania (fig. 1-26). The stone minaret of 

Chinguetti shares the geometric outlines of the minaret at Qairouan but has the four projections of the 

minaret at Ghardaia. Here each of the four points is surmounted by a white ostrich egg. Like all the 

buildings in Chinguetti, the minaret and its mosque are made of narrow slabs of schist, fractured from  

1-24 View of Ghardaia, with minaret
Multicultural region (Arab and Amazigh), after AD 1100 
Adobe, plaster, paint
Ghardaia, Mzab region, Algeria
Photo: Wikimedia

1-25 Mosque of Mohammed Askia
Songhai Empire, c. 1515 (rebuilt 1844)
Adobe
Agadez, Niger
Photo: Wikimedia

1-26 Great Mosque
Multicultural region (Amazigh, Arab, Soninke), after AD 1200 (c. 575 AH)
Trimmed stone, plaster, ostrich eggs 
Tagant region, Mauretania
Photo: Wikimedia

The oasis of Chinguetti was connected to trade routes serving copper and salt mines in the first millennium BC.  It may 
have been a stronghold of the religious movement that launched the Almoravid Dynasty in the 12th century AD.  This 
mosque, however, may have been constructed somewhat later.  Ostrich eggs set atop the four pinnacles of the minaret 

may share the symbolic meanings of fertility, purity, and adher ence to Islam associated with such eggs in the Mande world 
(see Chapter 4)  
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light and dark stones, with triangular openings above doorways, and with decorative courses of slanting 

rocks. 

The history of the mosque at Chinguetti may be deduced from what we know of ethnic 

relationships in the southwestern Sahara. The dominant populations of Mauritania today are of Amazigh 

and Arabic origin, and speak an Arabic dialect known as Hassaniyya. They call themselves the Bidan, in 

contrast to their vassals, whom they call the Harratin. The Harratin appear to be the descendants of 

Manding populations such as the Soninke, who founded the ancient empire of Ghana, or Wagadu (see 

chapter 4). Similarities between the stone buildings of Chinguetti and those found to the south at the 

ruined site of Kumbi Saleh, assumed to have been the capital of Wagadu, suggest that stone architecture 

in Mauritania was developed by Harratin (Soninke) builders. Stone architecture appears in the thirteenth - 

to fifteenth-century layers of Kumbi Saleh, and the stone buildings of Chinguetti also seem to date from 

this period. 

The oasis city of Walata, in south eastern Mauritania, was also constructed by Harratin masons. 

The stone buildings of Walata are plastered with reddish clay, and their interior courtyards are 

ornamented with murals painted by Harratin women. Professional potters, the women are classified as 

master artisans, ma'allem, by the Bidan patrons who own the houses. Each window and door of an 

aristocratic Bidan home in Walata is framed in white, and the whitewashed panels of the doorways 

leading to a wife's bedroom from the central courtyard are covered with designs. 

 

A photograph taken in Walata shows designs in a courtyard which include most of the motifs recorded by 

scholars (fig. 1-27). The white linear forms and dark bands closest to the openings are a motif called 

"chains," and seem to have the form of women's jewelry. The three cross- like forms in the surrounding 

white band were said to refer to people or community. The same symbol occurs in the corners of the 

white band above. Between the crosses are a series of semi-circular linear forms with the wonderful and 

suggestive name "mother of thighs." A similar motif isolated in the center of the white band above is a 

variant of the woman with long hair motif identifying the owner of the room as a mature married woman. 

1-27 Courtyard of a home, with beds and a pair of ashenad on either side of a painted
doorway
Multicultural (Soninke, Arab, Amazigh), date of origin unknown
Mud plaster, pigment, over stone
Walata, Mauritania
Photo: Copyright John Wright, date unknown 

During the fourteenth century, Ibn Battuta left his home in Fez and passed through Walata on his way to visit the 
kingdom of Mali.  He was impressed by the piety of the Muslims of Walata but was scandalized to find that both men 
and women had friends of the opposite sex.  He was particularly shocked to see the wife of one of this hosts talking to 
a man who was not her husband while seated on a canopied bed in a courtyard such as this.  
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On the same panel, two motifs flanking the door are elaborate versions of the Arabic letter waw, which 

has associations with male sexuality. 

In other photographs, beds can be seen in the courtyard, and a pair of wooden posts are set on 

either side of the doorway. Called ashenad in Hassaniyya Arabic, these are supports for calabashes, a type 

of gourd used as a container. In a Bidan tent, an ashenad is set up on the woman's side of the central 

partition, and the calabash it holds is filled with milk. The ashenad is thus an indicator that this space 

belongs to a woman, and it reinforces the visual messages of fertility and sexuality surrounding the door. 

Although the buildings of the Saharan oases are of great beauty, the most important architectural 

form of the Sahara is the tent. A bewildering variety of tent forms exists, reflecting the multi-ethnic 

history of Saharan peoples. There are considerable differences from region to region, and from clan to 

clan. The drawing here illustrates some of the variations of the mat or leather-covered tents of the 

nomadic Imazighen known as the Tuareg (fig. 1-28). Speakers of a language called Tamacheq, Tuareg 

aristocrats and their retainers travel through desert territories spanning thousands of miles in the central 

and southern Sahara. Droughts and warfare have driven some Tuareg as far south as Burkina Faso. 

A photograph illustrates the interior furnishings of these structures (fig. 1- 29). Made of straw 

mats upon an armature of bent acacia roots, it resembles tents of the Kel Ferwan (fig. 1-28e). In the center 

is a bed, easy to disassemble and tie to a camel's back. Each leg and crosspiece is carved from a single 

piece of wood and ends in a flat ornamented disk. A man 's shield and water container are suspended on 

the wall nearby.   

Elaborately appliqued multicolored leather pouches and packs suspended from the walls are often 

used to hold the clothing and other personal articles of Tuareg men and women, though none are visible 

1-28 Tuareg traditional tent structures:
A, B, C  Kel Ahaggar (leather)
D  Kel Dennek (leather)
E  Kel Ferwan 

Drawings Copyright Labelle Prussin 
See below for photo by van Achterberg, Wikimedia  

1-29 Interior of tent showing bed
Tuareg, 2004-5 
Woven mats, carved wood
Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso
Photo: van Acterberg, Wikimedia

A Tuareg tent belongs to a woman, who both 
obtains the materials to build it and supervises its 
construction. The association between women 
and their tents is so strong that the same term, 
ehen, refers to both a wife and a tent. 
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in this photograph.  Their panels are dyed in vibrant contrasts of green, red, and yellow. The rectilinear 

geometric shapes created through painting and applique may be based upon the calligraphic forms of 

tifinagh, the script used to write Tamacheq, just as the more curvilinear forms of the Hassaniyya speaking 

peoples are based upon Arabic calligraphy. Most Tuareg leatherwork is fashioned by women identified as 

Inaden. Wooden implements and metal objects, such as a man's saddle and sword, and silver jewelry, are 

made by their male relatives. Inaden form an endogamous group of artisans within Tuareg culture. Such 

hereditary occupational groups are often found in African societies. 

Personal Arts of the Shleuh and Tuareg 

Well into the twentieth century, populations who identified as Amazigh, Arabs, and Jews wore distinctive 

styles of dress and jewelry in the Maghreb, allowing knowledgeable observers to determine their ethnic 

identity, status, and even marital situation at a glance (see Aspects of African Cultures: Personal 

Adornment). Today these references to ethnic identity appear more rarely in the daily life of North 

Africans. 

The symbolic importance and aesthetic richness of Amazigh personal adornment, which is still 

displayed in ceremonial contexts, can be seen in a photograph taken in the Moroccan region of Sous 

during the 1950s (fig. 1-1). It shows an entertainer of the Shleuh people, who live in the southern Atlas 

mountains. Her head is framed by distinctive jewelry and cloth, for Imazighen believe that the head needs 

particular protection from the evil eye. The silver coins are believed to contain baraka, as is the pure 

white color of the headcloth. The deep reds, blues, greens, and yellows of her heavy enameled silver 

jewelry (not visible in this black and white photograph) also increase the protective power of the 

ornaments. 

The woman's huge ear pendants are too heavy to be hung from the ears themselves, and are 

supported instead by a hidden cord across the top of her head. An egg-shaped symbol of female fertility is 

suspended at her throat, and a four-pointed pendant lies upon her forehead. It may refer to the protective 

eye, a talisman in the shape of a jackal's paw, or an abbreviated hand. 

The projections forming polyhedrons on one of the enameled silver bracelets may be related to 

the phallic extensions and pointed spikes on other Moroccan bracelets. Just as an eye form protects 

against the evil eye, a phallic projection evidently guards against unbridled male aggression, for women 

are said to have been able to fend off rapists with these heavy ornaments. Bracelets ending in similar 

geometric knobs are popular throughout the Sahara, and have been photographed as far east as Somalia. 

1-1 Musician dressed for a performance
Amazigh (Shleuh), 1950s
Silver, amber, homespun cloth 
Sous region, Morocco 
Photo:  Copyright Jean Besancenot 
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The woman's dress is pinned together by enormous brooches modeled upon the much smaller 

fibulae once worn by wealthy Romans, while the techniques used to manufacture the enamel and silver 

may date back to the Vandalic and Byzantine eras. The triangular shapes attached to the pins are a 

characteristic Amazigh addition, and are probably related to the triangular pendants worn by the Tuareg. 

Personal Adornment 

Kaleidoscopic in its range and beauty, African dress embraces not only clothing and jewelry but also 

coiffure, scarification, and body painting. Like speech, dress is a primary civilizing phenomenon, a means 

of symbolic communication. Operating in a matrix of cultural codes and personal preferences, it conveys 

to informed onlookers a culturally constructed self or identity. Such an identity is rarely one dimensional, 

and a person's various roles family elder, diviner, government official may each find expression in 

dress. Dress is thus transformative; its logical end point is the masquerade. 

The creation of keloids (raised scars) or incised lines in the skin is a socializing process among 

many African peoples. Such patterning may be considered necessary not only for acceptance as a fully 

civilized being, but also for being considered pleasing to the eye, and to the hand as well, since many 

decorative scars have a tactile and erotic dimension. Against such permanent markings can be set other 

more or less transient embellishments. Applied in elegant complexes, some skin dyes may be intended to 

last for week s; elsewhere body painting may transform the wearer only for the few hours of a ceremony. 

Hairstyles too may remain in place for several months. 

Social states that last for months or even years may in fact be marked by distinctive hairstyles, as 

when Maasai men during their warrior years wear long, intricately braided coiffures (see fig. 13-49). 

Many peoples wear substantial amounts of jewelry, sometimes constantly for many years, as visible signs 

of status and wealth. 

Virtually all African peoples distinguish in their dress between daily life and exceptional 

occasions, when elements such as face paint or distinctive textiles are added to the ensemble to 

differentiate extraordinary from ordinary times. A person's dress ensemble also alters perceptibly with age 

or accession to a particular office. Changes in dress often identify age or status: marriageable girl, 

warrior, titled man, elder, woman past childbearing. Dress thus has a biographical quality. Usually 

beginning in childhood, too, dress is gender specific, as are social roles and occupations. At times, 

however, cross-gender attire is sanctioned, as when Yoruba devotees of the god Shango wear brides' 

hairstyles to indicate their "marriage" to the deity (see chapter 8). 

Dress codes depend as well on a culture's way of life. Nomadic pastoralist peoples, unable to 

carry with them much personal property, tend to wear their ensembles day and night and for long periods. 

They also tend to focus wea lth in what is worn. The daily dress of pastoralist Fulani women, for 

example, includes heavy gold earrings and rich constellations of jewelry. Many settled farming peoples, 

in contrast, do not in form everyday dress with such artistry. Able to accumulate and store property, 
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including garments and jewelry, they reserve their most splendid outfits for occasional use. Yet as the 

Fulani prove so well, past oralists also amplify their already sumptuous attire for annual festivals of 

dancing and display (see fig. 3-38). 

Motion and change are fundamental qualities of African dress. Kinetic elements such as feathers, 

raffia, and flowing cloth accentuate activity. Beads and mirrors flash and glitter; metal bracelets, anklets, 

and bells sound forth, announcing their owners. Skin painting, too, assumes the fundamental mobility of 

the body, especially in dance contexts. It may well be that dance, the primary African art form, is largely 

responsible for the prevalence of voluminous clothing and freely moving ornaments. The  very opposite 

effect is also evoked in some instances, as when the Oba of Benin is dressed so as to appear heavy and 

unshakable, aspects of his ritual persona that seem to express the sacred permanence of his office (see fig. 

9-4). HMC

Until recently, most types of jewelry in the Maghreb were made by Jewish silversmiths, or by 

lineages of Jewish origin. In Amazigh traditions, the act of creating supernaturally charged, expensive 

metal objects required mystical skill.  Solomon and other Jewish patriarchs were regarded as powerful 

magicians, and Solomon's heirs were thus believed to have the occult abilities necessary to manipulate 

baraka through silversmithing. Large silver jewelry is increasingly rare in the Maghreb today, for most 

Jews left northern Africa after a series of persecutions in the middle of the twentieth century.  

The woolen cloth worn by the entertainer was woven by women in her family. Weavers from the 

Atlas Mountains also wove beautiful cloaks called hanif or aknif for their husbands and sons (fig. 1 -30). 

This warm woolen garment was a potent protection against the evil gaze, for the central red area may be 

seen as a gigantic, hypnotic eye. Geometric projections along the border of the eye are often grouped by 

five and are thus hand- like in their defensive qualities. Along the center of the red eye are additional 

protective designs which act as the weavers' signatures and give each hanif its individual identity. 

The nomadic Tuareg have the most dramatic of Amazigh personal arts. Tuareg men wear blue or 

white robes and shimmering indigo veils, leaving only their eyes, hands, and feet exposed to view.  In the 

past, aristocratic warriors girded themselves with swords and amulets, and carried leather shields.  Tuareg 

women also wear indigo scarves, although they leave their faces uncovered. 

1-30 Hanif (aknif)
Probably Amazigh (Shleuh)
Wool, date unknown
Southern Atlas Mountains, Morocco
Photo:  British Museum 
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The elegance of Tuareg silverwork can be seen in the profuse ornaments of a wealthy Tuareg 

woman photographed in the late twentieth century in the Hoggar highlands bordering Algeria and Niger 

(fig. 1-31). All were forged by the Inaden smiths who have a special relationship with her clan. Her large 

amulets might have been filled with sand taken from a tomb or other sacred site, a substance imbued with 

baraka. Or they may contain a bit of paper or parchment inscribed with a verse from the Qur'an. The 

pendant she wears suspended by a red cord forms a triangular shape out of raised diamond-shaped 

compartments. 

MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY ART OF NORTH AFRICA 

French colonial authorities had established an Ecole des Beaux-Arts (School of Fine Arts) in Algiers by 

1881, during the period when Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia were under the control of European powers. 

At first, only European settlers were allowed to attend.  But by the 1930s, Mohammed Racim (1896- 

1975) taught Algerian students at the institute.  He painted elaborately detailed, brightly colored 

illustrations of Algerian scenes and historical events that resembled book illustrations. By the middle of 

the century, however, painters from the Maghreb were studying in Paris, and their styles were shaped by 

the prevailing trends of international modernism.  

The Algerian artist known as Issakhem (1928- 85), who return ed from Paris to teach at the 

School of Fine Arts, painted figures using loose brushstrokes, but many of the North African artists in this 

generation preferred pure abstraction. Two of these artists, Jilali Gharbaoui (1930- 71) and Ahmed 

Cherkaoui (1934-67), are celebrated as the founders of modern art in Morocco, even though both lived in 

Europe for most of their adult lives. Educated in France, both embraced materials and techniques (oil 

paints applied with brushes to primed, stretched canvas) employed by European artists for five centuries. 

Cherkaoui claimed that the abstract images in his oil paintings were based upon Arabic 

calligraphy (and were thus a tribute to Islam) and upon tifanagh script (and were thus a tribute to 

Amazigh heritage). The titles he chose for works such as Homage to Fatimah (fig. 1-32) underscore his 

1-31 Woman wearing silver jewelry 
Tuareg (Inaden) silversmiths, Hausa textile workers, twentieth century
Silver, indigo, imported brocade, copper
Hoggar region, Niger
Photo Copyright G. Gasquet, Agence Hoa-Qui

1-32 Hommage à Fatimah 
Ahmed Cherkaoui (Moroccan 1934-67)
Casablanca School
Oil on canvas
Photo: Institute du Monde Arabe, Copyright Philippe Maillard
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desire to create distinctly Moroccan art works. Yet Cherkaoui seems to have adopted foreign media, and 

foreign attitudes toward art, without question. In fact, European definitions of " fine art," which 

emphasize painting and sculpture rather than other forms of visual art, were adopted by educated elites 

throughout the African continent in the twentieth century. 

The prevalence of these imported ideas makes the work of Farid Belkahia (1934-2014) even more 

extraordinary. Although Belkahia trained in Paris and worked in Prague, he developed a fresh approach to 

his profession when he returned to Morocco in 1964 in order to teach at the national art institute in 

Casablanca. There he researched the techniques, materials, and forms of Moroccan art, studying 

metalwork, textiles, and ceramics. The result of these investigations can be seen in his work from the 

1980s, when he created flat forms of treated animal skin using the tanning techniques and traditional dyes 

of Moroccan leather workers. Across the surface of Hand (Main) (fig .1 -33) can be seen delicate tracery 

linked to women's henna painting, and to women's tattoos. The outline of the hand itself is obviously tied 

to protective images appearing throughout the art history of the region (see fig. 1-11). 

Almost all of the artists who studied in North African art institutes during the twentieth century 

were men, for social pressures and religious attitudes discouraged women from seeking careers as 

professional artists. Yet even before women joined these art schools in the last decades of the century, it 

was possible for both men and women who had no formal art background to become successful painters 

in the Maghreb. The Kabyle painter known as Baya (1931-1998) was given her first Paris exhibition 

when she was only sixteen years old. Chaïbia Tallal (1929-2004) shared exhibition space with 

academically trained artists in Morocco and in Europe during the late twentieth century. Like many 

untrained artists, she had a very distinctive personal style and preferred figurative representation to 

abstraction. The faces and figures in her paintings are barely discernible, for they are almost overwhelmed 

by vivid color (fig. 1-34). 

The constant interchange between the Maghreb and Europe continues, as graduates of art 

institutes in North Africa and Paris often shuttle between their homeland and Europe. Many artists of 

Maghrebi origin have emigrated to other areas of the world and work in a foreign context, while those 

who were born elsewhere to North African parents may draw upon their cultural roots for inspiration.  For 

example, photographer Jellil Gasteli (born in Tunisia in 1958), explores the whitewashed streets of the 

1-33 Main (Hand)
Farid Belkahia (Moroccan 1934-2014)
Animal hide, pigment, wood
Photo:  Copyright Cynthia Becker

1-34 Mon Village, Chtouka
Chaïbia Tallal (Moroccan 1929-2004)
Oil on Canvas
Photo: Copyright Arab Museum of Modern Art, Doha
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Tunisian town of Hammamet, which is closely bound to Arab history, and of Jerba, an island with roots in 

Judaism and Amazigh culture.  His subtle images of walls, windows, and pillars emphasize abstract,  

formal qualities. This photograph of a Muslim saint's tomb is taken from a set of images entitled White 

Series (Série Blanche) (fig. 1-35).  Graves of holy men and women are visited by devout Muslims in the 

Maghreb because they are sources of baraka, and Gasteli manages to capture some of the solemnity and 

purity of such a sacred place. 

Yet the experience of emigration has oriented another Maghrebi artist away from the experience 

of a particular time and place and toward a more general engagement with the Islamic and Arabic-

speaking world. Rachid Koraïchi (born 1947), who left his native Algeria during a period of violence and 

chaos, has found in Tunisia and in France a community of artists engaged with the power of the written 

word. He has chosen to explore the meaning and impact of Arabic, the language of Islam, by altering its 

shapes into illegibility and asking the viewer to see the contexts in which it operates. Thus Koraïchi has 

employed men from Syria and women from North Africa to dye and embroider his designs onto cloth for 

his installations. In Steel Talismans, a series of metal tablets (fig. 15-2), Koraïchi evokes the writing  

boards used in Islamic schools throughout Africa. These wooden tablets, which are usually inscribed, 

erased, and reused by students learning to write passages from the Qur'an, may be permanently painted 

and displayed as a type of diploma when a student completes a period of study (see fig. 3-30). The beauty, 

power and mystery of sacred script is expressed here, and each tablet has become a point of departure, an 

object of individual empowerment and inspiration. 

Koraïchi's work introduces European viewers to concepts central to African and non-African 

Islamic practice. Other artists living in exile in France and the United States challenge Westerners' 

stereotypes of Muslim cultures, the types of ethnocentrism known as orientalism. For example, both 

Algerian-French artist Houria Niati, and Moroccan-American photographer Lalla Essaydi directly address 

nineteenth-century French paintings of North Africans in order to challenge the imagery and assumptions 

that have shaped two centuries of European colonial and postcolonial activity. 

Yet while these artists have responded to their own experiences by addressing orientalism in 

general rather than referring to specific regional traditions, Zineb Sedira has chosen to understand the 

nature of cultural identity, migration, and dislocation by exploring her personal histories. She has 

1-35 Untitled, Série Blanche (1987-97)
Jellil Gasteli (Tunisian, born 1958)
Gelatin silver print on paper, laminated on aluminium
Photo: Copyright the artist

15-2 (1-36) Steel Talismans, 1993 
Rachid Koraïchi (Algerian, born 1947)
Cast steel
Photo: Copyright the artist
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produced photographs and videos juxtaposing the Arabic speech of her parents (who were born in 

Algeria), her own halting Arabic and fluent French  (for she  was born in France), and her monolingual 

daughter's English (for her daughter grew up in England while Sedira was studying and working there). In 

two other installations, she designed ceramic tiles akin to those covering the floors and walls of mosques, 

palaces, and private homes in Algeria (fig. 15.3). But these tiles, while displaying the geometric patterns 

of Islamic arts, have also been painted with tiny silkscreened images of the faces of Sedira's family 

members. 

Sedira may be rebelliously inserting representational images into a tradition that rarely allowed 

depiction of the human form, but she is also tying her family's specific identity and history to the 

generalized atmosphere of a Maghrebi interior. Memory is now physically imbedded in place. 

Even more evocative responses to the loss of an ancestral home and the dissolution of family and 

community can be found in a performance by Denis Martinez. Martinez was a respected painter and 

professor who was forced, like so many of his compatriots, to flee Algeria during the bloody 

fundamentalist insurrection and savage government reprisals of the 1990s. While teaching in Marseille, in 

southern France, he created a series of installations incorporating Amazigh symbolism and references to 

the life of Algerian immigrants in Europe. For one series of performances, called Window of the Wind 

(Fenêtre du Vent) (fig. 15.4), Martinez created a large window frame that he placed on a promontory of  

the French coast that faces the Mediterranean Sea. Men and women who had emigrated from the Maghreb 

walked up to this frame and spoke their thoughts, prayers, and desires for  their loved ones through the 

window as though the wind might carry their words outward  across the ocean to Algeria. In Algeria, the 

families they had been forced to leave behind spoke to their distant children and spouses. 

APPENDIX 

BIBLIOGRAPHY TO THE 2ND EDITION 

Archaeological evidence for dating art of the central Sahara may be found in B. Barich, Archaeology and 
Environment in the Libyan Sahara: The Excavations in the Tadrart Acacus 1978- 1983, Cambridge 

15-3 (1-37) Quatre Generations de Femmes (Four Generations of Women),
1997
Zineb Sedira (French-Algerian, born 1963)
Digitally generated patterns silkscreened on ceramic tiles
Photos Copyright the artist

15-4 (1-38) Fenêtre du Vent (Window of the Wind), 2002 
Denis Martinez (Algerian, b. 1941)
Performance using painted sculptural forms
Ecole des Beaux-Arts, Algiers 
Photo: Copyright Mohammed Redjah 
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CHAPTER 2:   

LANDS OF THE NILE: 

EGYPT, NUBIA, AND ETHIOPIA 

MONICA BLACKMUN VISONÀ 

MAPS AND TIMELINE 

“I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow of human blood in human veins," wrote 

American poet Langston Hughes in "The Negro Speaks of Rivers." One of the rivers the poet invokes is 

the Nile, the world's longest river, the nurturing force that sustained numerous African civilizations. 

One of its tributaries, the White Nile, originates in the green hills of Uganda; a second, the Blue 

Nile, originates in the highlands of Ethiopia. In the vast region between these two rivers the ancestors of 

the human race may have first appeared. Flowing northward, the White Nile and the Blue Nile converge 

near Khartoum, in the center of Sudan. The Nile then describes a broad S-curve punctuated by a series of 

six unnavigable rapids known as cataracts. The region along this stretch of the Nile is known to historians 

as Nubia. After the northernmost, or first, cataract the Nile flows smoothly northward, finally fanning out 

into a marshy delta before emptying into the Mediterranean Sea. Before the river was dammed at Aswan 

during the twentieth century, the Nile gently flooded its banks for several months every year and then 

receded, leaving this stretch of the valley covered with a layer of fertile black silt. Egyptians called their 

country Kemet, the Black Land, after the color of this life-giving mud. 

While the people of Kemet distinguished between Upper Egypt (the narrow southern 

floodplains), and Lower Egypt (the northern marshes of the Delta), the entire region shared a common 

culture. Their language belonged to the Afro-Asiatic family, and was thus related to Hebrew, Arabic, and 

the Amharic spoken in the Ethiopian highlands, as well as to Amazigh languages and to Cushitic and 

Chadic languages such as Hausa. 

In contrast, most Nubians seem to have spoken languages of the Nilo-Saharan family. Distantly 

related Nilo-Saharan languages are still spoken today by nomads in the central Sahara, by farmers in 

southern Sudan and southern Ethiopia, and by cattle-raising pastoralists in Kenya and Tanzania. Unlike 

Kemet, which was bordered by particularly inhospitable desert, watercourses linked Nubia to lands and 

peoples to the south, east, and west. 

Although little is known of the history of the Ethiopian highlands prior to the first millennium 

BC, they have been in contact with other regions of the Nile Valley for at least two thousand years. Trade 

routes joined Ethiopia's ports on the Red Sea to Egypt's desert coastline, while soldiers, pilgrims, and 

merchants traveled down the Blue Nile from the Ethiopian highlands to Nubia and Egypt. 

The tombs of the ancient rulers of Kemet and Nubia provide our most extensive source of 

information about their cultures. While the tombs of Kemet have been looted for thousands of years, 
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sometimes by the very workers who built them, an astonishing number of funerary objects have survived 

these thefts. Still more objects have been unearthed by archaeologists during the twentieth century. The 

monuments and artifacts illustrated here are thus but a tiny sample of the vast range of objects and 

monuments available for study today. 

Since Kemet was affected by developments in Western Asia, and  since the monuments and styles 

of this African civilization had a great impact upon the ancient cultures of  Greece and Rome, to which 

Europe traces its own cultural roots, Egyptian art has most often been discussed in terms of its 

relationship to non-African cultures. Furthermore, the study of ancient Egyptian culture long relied on 

Greek names for rulers, cities, and objects - the word " Egypt" is itself of Greek origin. Even after the 

writing system of Kemet was deciphered during the nineteenth century, Greek terms largely remained in 

use. This chapter uses the words of Kemet whenever possible, often giving the better-known Greek 

equivalent in parentheses. Later art forms of Egypt, Nubia, and Ethiopia were strongly influenced by 

Greek, Roman, and Byzantine art, while later developments in Egypt affected Islamic arts in the 

Mediterranean and in Western Asia. Yet despite these many crosscurrents, Egyptians, Nubians, and 

Ethiopians are all African peoples, nourished by the African past. 

This brief survey focuses upon works from the Nile regions that share important features with 

other African art forms. Some of these similarities are rooted in the movements of peoples and ideas 

across the Sahara prior to the third millennium BC. Others are due to trade and pilgrimage routes joining 

the Nile Valley to the central Sudanic region over the past millennium. While in some cases these shared 

features may simply be coincidental, they nevertheless provide interesting points of comparison. 

Many of the prevalent themes of Egyptian, Nubian, and Ethiopian art discussed here are not 

unique to the African continent. However, they have been eloquently and effectively expressed in the art 

of many African cultures and reappear throughout this book. These include commemoration of ancestors 

and invocations of their protective power, alignment of the living with primordial beings through images 

of the creation of the world, rulers who personify divine justice, affirmations of sexuality as the source of 

life itself, and the layering of multiple images, symbols, and contexts within a single object. 

MAP 

TIMELINE 

EARLY NILE CULTURES 

Between the eighth and fifth millennia BC, before the great savannahs of northern Africa became the 

desert sands of the Sahara, important cultural innovations arose in Nubia as well as in the center of the 

continent. Populations began to domesticate cattle, cultivate grains, and fire ceramic vessels. "Wavy line" 

and "dotted wavy line" pottery dated to the eighth and seventh millennia BC testify to these changes. 

Techniques for Dating African Art 
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When writing was invented in Egypt some five thousand years ago, kings dated monuments and events by 

assigning them to a certain year of their reign. Gradually this relationship switched, so that an important 

event (the foundation of Rome, the birth of Jesus, the hijra of the Prophet Mohammed) could determine 

the date. Thus Christians began to divide time between the years that came "before Christ" as BC, and 

those marked as a “year of the Lord” as Anno Domini (AD). Abbreviations of Muslim labels for time are 

BH (before the hijra) and AH (after the hijra). Of course, all descriptions of time are deeply rooted in 

culture and religious belief, whether calendars are marked the beginning of the Han Dynasty or by the 

number of years since God created the world.  The terms CE (for "Common Era") and BCE (for "Before 

Common Era") attempt to disassociate a European chronology from its Christian roots, but they also 

imply – most inaccurately - that all cultures share a common view of time.  The sole exception to 

culturally specific ways of numbering years is the term preferred by archaeologists, BP (Before Present). 

Yet in African cultures which resisted literacy until the modern era, all of these terms are 

immaterial; history is fluid, and the ancient objects inherited by (or discovered by) the living are not 

accompanied by written labels.  Nonetheless, scholars seek ways to provide such art works with firm 

dates. If a work of art has been mentioned by someone in a dated manuscript, that notation serves to fix a 

terminus ante quem, a "point before which" a piece was in existence.  For example, a Dutch traveler 

described seeing clay figures at an Akan funeral in 1602, so we know that this type of funerary object was 

made before that date. A terminus post quem, a "point after which" can also be used to date works; a 

crucifix from a kingdom of the Congo people can only have been made after the king converted to 

Christianity in 1491. 

Yet since so few outside visitors to Africa in the pre-colonial era recorded detailed information on 

the figures, masquerades, or architecture they encountered, most archival and published material comes 

from reports drawn up in the colonial period, and from anthropological research conducted since the 

1920s. And these written descriptions mention so little in the way of art that many tentative dates are 

based upon fragmentary information gathered from African elders, or even from foreign gallery owners 

who have seen, heard about, sold, or purchased the art work. 

In the case of particularly old African objects, archaeologists and art historians resort to scientific 

analysis. The most accurate dating process is known as radiocarbon dating, or Carbon-14. It relies upon 

the regular rate at which Carbon-14, a substance found in all living things, begins to decay and turn to 

Nitrogen-14 after the death of the plant or animal. Organic remains can thus be tested to find what 

proportion of the Carbon-14 has decayed, and thus how many years ago the organism was alive. Even if 

an artwork is made of stone or metal, organic material buried with it may be used to provide its terminus 

ante quem. Obviously, the accuracy of the test depends upon the purity of the sample (was it 

contaminated by a recent campfire, or by a sprinkling of cigarette ash?).  Fired ceramic objects may be 

subjected to thermoluminescence testing; samples are heated until they release light, and the amount of 
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light emitted demonstrates how much energy has been absorbed by the sample since the clay was last 

fired. However, this type of analysis, archaeologists usually subject the earth found in and around the 

object to separate analyses. The condition in which the object was found also needs to be recorded, so that 

the humidity and the solar radiation absorbed by the piece may be taken into account. Thus art works 

separated from their place of origin cannot be securely dated by thermoluminescence dates alone. MBV 

Found along the southern Nile and as far west as Mali, they represent one of the world's oldest ceramic 

traditions. By the fourth millennium BC, the Egyptian reaches of the Nile were increasingly influenced by 

these developments. 

Female images in fired clay were some of the most striking objects made in Nubia and Kemet during the 

fourth and third millennia. A figure from the early Egyptian culture known as Naqada displays the full 

curves and simplified features of these female forms (fig. 2-2). Breasts are indicated by simple  

protrusions, as is the bird-like head. The arms curve upward as if in imitation of horns, recalling the 

gestures of horned female images from the central Sahara (see fig. 1-4). It is also tempting to link this 

figure to cattle imagery, because music and dance in Kemet were later associated with Hathor, the bovine 

goddess of female sexuality. Yet we know very little of the function or meaning of this work. It may have 

been used during the lifetime of the deceased, or it may have been made especially as a funerary offering. 

Similar figures were modeled in the Nubian culture referred to simply as A-Group, and in other Nubian 

centers of Neolithic culture (fig. 2-2b). Other objects from Neolithic burials include an array of ceramic  

vessels. By the second millennium BC, ceramics of the Nubian state of Kerma were as thin as eggshells, 

their red and black surfaces burnished to a shine (fig. 2-3). These finely crafted pots and cups demonstrate 

the mastery that developed from regional pottery traditions that were already over two thousand years old. 

2-2 Female figure from tomb
Pre-Dynastic Kemet (Nagada II), c. 3650 – 3300 BC
Fired clay, slip, c. 12”
Ma'mariya, Egypt
Photo:  Brooklyn Museum
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA1770

2-2b Female figure
Nubian Neolithic (attributed to A-Group), 3500 – 3100 BC
Fire clay, slip, c. 5 ½”
Sudan
Photo:  Brooklyn Museum BMNY 1966.146.1,
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/4269

2-3 Vessel from tomb
Nubian, Classic Kerma, 1750 – 1550 BC
Fired clay, glaze, 4 ½”
Kerma, Sudan
Photo: British Museum https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA55424
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Toward the end of the fourth millennium, around 3100 BC, a series of kings strove to unify the 

separate districts of Egypt into a single realm. A tone object known as the Palette of Narmer refers to  

these political developments (fig. 2-4). Unearthed in a deposit near a temple at Nekhen (Hierankonpolis), 

the Upper Egyptian capital of the First Dynasty, it is the most important work to come down to us from 

the years prior to the Early Dynastic period of Kcmet (2920- 2649 BC).  The object is called a palette 

because the circular indentation on one side may have held pigment. At the top of each side are early 

versions of a form of writing the people of Kemet called medu netcher, "the words of the gods." The 

symbols have become known in English as "hieroglyphs” from the Greek word for "holy carvings." Here 

the catfish, nar, and broad chisel, mer, combine to spell one of the first recorded names in human history, 

Narmer. Narmer is the largest figure depicted on the palette, and he towers over the less important human 

beings who surround him. This use of size to indicate relative status is known as hierarchical scale, or 

social proportion. Although hierarchical scale is by no means limited to African art, it occurs as well in 

much more recent depictions of kings in other African realms.  

On one side of the palette, Narmer is depicted wearing the white crown of Upper Egypt (see fig. 

2-4, right); on the other side he is shown wearing the red crown of Lower Egypt (see fig. 2-4, left). Both

sides portray him victorious over his enemies as he raises a mace to smite a prisoner he grasps by the hair 

(right) and surveys a row of decapitated victims (left).  Unlike the Pastoralist paintings of the Sahara 

created during roughly the same period (see figs. 1-6, 1- 7), these images do not depict lifelike scenes of 

human interaction. Rather, they are coded visual proclamations of Narmer's kingly power. 

By smiting his enemies and bringing order to chaos, Narmer upholds divine justice. Later kings 

of Kemet were to refer to this guiding principle as ma'at. The king's victory is supported by divine beings 

who will reappear in the art of Kemet for the next three thousand years. His aggressive stance is mirror ed 

by the actions of a bull, an emblem of virility and power later linked to the god Ptah, and a falcon, almost 

certainly representing the solar god Horus. Horus was closely identified with the kings of Kemet, and 

during this period the king was believed to make manifest the powers of the god. The bovine heads on the 

top registers are surely references to a celestial goddess who took the form of a cow or a horned woman. 

The presence of so many potent deities suggests that Narmer may not have achieved the 

unification so boldly proclaimed here. Instead, this object may have functioned as a prayer or a petition to 

the gods asking that these events come to pass. Later art of Kemet is full of images serving as 

incantations, as visual spells to bring about a desired state of affairs. 

2-4 Palette of Narmer
Proto-Dynastic, Dynasty 1,
Kemet, c. 3200 BC
Stone, c. 25”
Nekhen (Hierankonpolis),
Egypt
https://smarthistory.org/pale
tte-of-king-narmer/

The pictographs forming Narmer’s name are suspended 
over a simple image of the mudbrick towers of the royal 
palace.  The close association between kingship and the 
dwelling place of the king also occurs in the word 
“pharaoh”.  Evidently this Greek (and biblical) term for 
the kings of Kemet is based upon the ancient Egyptian 
words per-o, which referred to the house of the king 
rather than to the ruler himself. 
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The priestly role of the king, an important aspect of his reign, is also set forth in this work. The 

small figure behind Narmer holds the sandals of the king and a water container, evidently to wash and 

purify Narmer so that the king can walk clean and barefoot on holy ground in the presence of the gods. 

In later periods priests fulfilled their duties on behalf of (or as substitutes for) the sacred ruler. 

Narmer and the other humans in this work are composed of disparate elements. Torsos, arms, hands, and 

eyes are turned toward the viewer and shown frontally, while legs and the rest of the head are seen in 

profile. Both feet are planted firmly on the ground, even though the knees are straight. Thus every part of 

the body is easy to read as part of the human form, just as medu netcher are easily identifiable images 

combined into legible words. Even at this early stage of Kemet, both written words and figurative art are 

conceived as visual equivalents of verbal statements. This specific combination of frontal and profile 

features to produce a figure, and the nature of images as elements in a visual language, were to be typical 

of Egyptian art for the next three thousand years. 

Many other African art works, although created thousands of years later and by very different 

cultures, were also meant to convey a clear message to the viewer. Elsewhere on the continent, figurative 

images were not joined to a system of writing. Yet African sculptors in many regions emphasized features 

that depict a ruler' s supernatural attributes, or metaphors connected to the reign, rather than his or her 

physical appearance. An appreciation of the symbolic nature of ancient Egyptian art thus heightens our 

ability to understand more recent African art as well. 

KEMET 

The history of Kemet after the Early Dynastic period is marked by three broad periods of unity and 

stability known to historians as Old Kingdom (c. 2649-2134 BC), Middle Kingdom (c. 2040-1640 BC), 

and New Kingdom (c. 1550-1070 BC). Each of these three “Kingdoms” was succeeded by an 

Intermediate Period, a time of disunity. After the Third Intermediate Period comes a Late Period (712-332 

BC). Marked by intermittent centuries of foreign domination, the Late Period ends with the conquest of 

Kemet by the Greeks.  

Old Kingdom and Middle Kingdom 

Perhaps the most influential monument of the Old Kingdom was the funerary complex constructed for the 

Dynasty 3 king Netjerikhet, or Djoser, at Saqqara around 2620 BC (figs. 2-5, 2-6). A funerary district,  

2-5 Pyramid and stone reproductions
of shrines, funerary complex of
Djoser Netjerikhet
Old Kingdom Kemet, Dynasty 3,
c. 2620 BC
Stone, pyramid 200 ft. high
Giza, Egypt
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/ind
ex.php?search=saqqara+djoser&title=
Special:Search&go=Go&ns0=1&ns6
=1&ns12=1&ns14=1&ns100=1&ns1
06=1#/media/File:Egypt.Saqqara.Djo
sersPyramid.01.jpg

The west bank of the Nile River, where the sun sinks into 
the horizon and the dead enter the afterlife, was considered 
to be an especially suitable site for tombs, just as the east 
bank (where the sun emerges) was the land of living.  The 
conception of spatial relationships as divisions between 
east (the place of birth) and west (the place of rebirth) and 
between north (Lower Egypt) and south (Upper Egypt) 
was clearly based upon the geography of the Nile Valley.   
Yet similar emphases on the cardinal directions appear in 
art and architecture elsewhere on the African continent and 
may be based on ways of the ordering the cosmos which 
are very old indeed. 
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Saqqara was located on the west bank of the Nile near the city of Men-nefer (Memphis in Greek), the 

capital of Kemet during this period. 

An inscription on a statue base suggests that Djoser entrusted the architectural work to his advisor 

Imhotep; if so, Imhotep is the first artist in history whose name is known to us. Djoser's future grave was 

first marked with a large rectangular platform with sloping sides. The bench-like platform, known by the 

Arabic word mastaba, was placed over vertical shafts leading to underground chambers where the king 

would be buried. Previous kings had been buried under similar structures, but theirs were made of adobe, 

while Djoser's was stone. In a further innovation, five progressively smaller stone platforms were then 

stacked on top of the mastaba base, giving the finished monument a stepped pyramidal form some two 

hundred feet tall. 

The pyramid stood near the center of a walled compound. Next to it was a stone temple for the 

priests charged with the daily worship of the deceased king and the upkeep of his soul. Near this temple 

were two nonfunctional stone replicas of Djoser's Upper Egyptian and Lower Egyptian adobe-and-reed 

palaces. At one corner of the compound was a courtyard set up for a royal festival of dominion and 

rejuvenation known as heb-sed. During the heb-sed celeb rated by Djoser during his lifetime, tents and 

reed pavilions served as temporary abodes for the deities. In this vast funerary complex, these temporary 

structures were reproduced in stone, as if to allow the king's spirit to celebrate his vitality forever before 

divine onlookers. The entrance to this courtyard was through a corridor ornamented with engaged 

columns carved to resemble bundles of reeds. 

The funerary complex of Djoser had a significant impact upon later architecture. First of all, it 

inaugurated the use of stone as a suitable material for tombs, especially for the eternal resting place of 

kings and queens. The task of quarrying stone on such a scale and of organizing the vast work force 

needed to build the complex may even have contributed to the development of the Egyptian state. In any 

case, the effort and expense involved in realizing such a huge project was only possible in a highly 

organized, centralized society with a large labor pool. 

Other influential features were the roof supports and wall ornaments modeled after bundles of 

reeds or an aquatic plant such as papyrus and lotus. Freestanding columns in the later temples of Kemet 

continued to evoke these motifs. Supporting the broad roofs of enormous halls, closely spaced rows of 

such columns symbolized the marshes surrounding the primeval mound, the land that arose from the 

waters at the world's creation.  

Yet the most intriguing innovation of Djoser's complex was undoubtedly the pyramidal shape of 

the royal tomb. It may have been seen as a version of the stepped podium that a living king mounted 
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during his investiture ceremonies, or as a stairway leading from the earth (the place of mortals) to the sky 

(the home of the solar god). In any case, the pyramid of Djoser was the first of a great series of pyramidal 

monuments. 

The most famous Old Kingdom pyramids are the three enormous tombs constructed a dozen 

miles downstream from Saqqara at the west bank site of Giza (fig. 2-7). The oldest and largest of the three 

pyramids was built for Khufu (ruled c. 2551-2528 BC). It rises to a height of 481 feet from a perfectly 

square base oriented to the points of the compass. The smooth white limestone sheath once covering it has 

been stripped away over the centuries. Some of this limestone sheathing still clings to the apex of the 

pyramid of Khafre (ruled c. 2520-2494 BC). The smooth, shining surfaces of all three pyramids once 

reflected the bright sunlight, and the people of Kemet seem have seen these monuments as channeling or 

celebrating the sun's sacred, life-giving rays. 

Each pyramid had a temple at its base, connected by a long causeway to a second temple on the 

Nile bank. Smaller pyramids and mastaba were built nearby for queens and other members of the royal 

courts. Near the causeway joining the pyramid of Khafre to the Nile, an outcrop of stone was carved to 

form an enormous lion with a human head. The form was extended with stone blocks. This composite 

beast has become known as a sphinx, a word of Greek origin probably based upon the Egyptian term 

shepset ankh ("living image"). On this example, known simply as the Great Sphinx, the head wears a 

royal headcloth, and was identified with Khafre himself. The leonine aspect refers to the power of the 

divine king, for lions had been emblems of kingship since Early Dynastic times. Similar associations 

between wild beasts and kingship are common throughout Africa. 

Lions roaming the edges of the desert wilderness were also viewed as guardians of the rising and 

setting sun, and thus this composite creature seems also to have been associated with the horizons, 

themselves viewed as entrances to the underworld and afterlife. An image of a human figure or a solar 

disk between recumbent lions was one of the ways to indicate "horizon." In a metaphorical or mystical 

manner, a king was believed to approach the western horizon to enter into the underworld at sundown and 

death, and to reappear at the eastern horizon when he returned at dawn and resurrection. As a result of 

these complex relationships, by New Kingdom times the Great Sphinx was known as Horemakhet, 

meaning "Horus in the horizon," and was honored as a protective, divine image.  

The third and smallest pyramid was constructed for the king Menkaure (ruled c. 2490- 2472 BC). 

The walls of this pyramid's two funerary temples and the causeway that linked them were lined with fine-

rained stone statues, among them an idealized image of Menkaure himself and his Great Royal Wife,  

2-7 Sphinx and pyramid of Khafre, next to pyramid of Khufu
Old Kingdom Kemet, Dynasty 4, c. 2500 BC
Stone, pyramid of Khafre c. 450 ft.
Giza, Egypt
Photo: Bonfils studio, Cairo, c. 1878?
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/06/Sphinx_partially_excavated.jpg
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probably Queen Khamerernebty II (fig. 2-8). Khamerernebty shares the heavy wig and facial features of  

nearby sculpture that depicted the bovine goddess Hathor. Since the principal queens of the Old Kingdom 

(both great royal wives and the mothers of kings) seem to have embodied the divinity of Hathor, this 

resemblance may have been deliberate.  Khamerernebty's protective gesture is appropriate for a mother of 

a future king, who provides her husband with spiritual support.   

The smooth and subtle surfaces suggest that the king and queen have young, firm bodies. Their 

slim waists provide grace, while their thick legs give the pair solidity. The conjoined pose communicates 

strength and dignity. Artists may have intended to cover the stone surface with a layer of painted plaster, a 

common practice in the Old Kingdom. If completed in this way, the pair would have been even more 

lifelike. However, their erect posture and their stances (arms at the side, fists clenched, one foot forward) 

are almost as conventionalized as those of Narmer's Palette, and their poses reappear in the art of Kemet 

until the beginning of the Christian era. 

The Middle Kingdom is perhaps best known for art found in the tombs of the non-royal elite. 

While most human and animal figures placed in Middle Kingdom tombs were quite naturalistic, some 

images were highly abstracted, such as this flat, paddle-like female form carved in wood and painted with 

geometric patterns (fig. 2-9). The head and arms are tiny, while the mass of hair, the pubic triangle, and  

the contours of the hip region are greatly enlarged. The people of Kemet considered abundant, well-

groomed hair to be erotic, and the emphasis on genitalia suggests that the figure is concerned with 

sexuality. The hair is made of tiny beads formed from the black mud of the Nile floods, and was 

considered imbued with the mud's life-giving fertility. The wood may be sycamore or one of the other 

trees sacred to goddesses of sexuality and motherhood. Figures such as this have been found in Middle 

Kingdom houses as well as tombs. Evidently personal possessions of the deceased, they were assuredly 

not playthings, for they were owned by men and women of all ages. 

Female figures in many different forms have been found in tombs of both Kemet and Nubia 

through the first millennium BC. The clay images of the early Nile cultures discussed earlier may well 

2-8 Menkaure and Consort, from
funerary complex
Old Kingdom Kemet, Dynasty 4,
c. 2475 BC
Stone, 56” high
Boston Museum of Fine Arts
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wi
ki/File:King_Menkaura_(Mycerin
us)_and_queen.jpg

The height and facial features of Menkaure and his consort seem 
very much alike, and we know that they were half-siblings, both 
children of Khafre.  Such royal incest set the king apart from normal 
mortals and mirrored the incestuous marriages of gods.  However, 
the union of royal brothers and sisters in Old Kingdom Kemet may 
have also served to prepeat the creation of the world, when 
primordial twins Shu and Tefnut were the first beings to emerge and 
procreate.  The people of Kemet valued duality in art and thought 
and the king and queen form two halves of a single dyad. 

2-9 Female figure (“paddle doll”)
Middle Kingdom Kemet, Dynasties 11-12, c. 2000 – 1800 BCE
Wood, Nile mud, 9” tall
Waset (Asasif), Luxor, Egypt
Metropolitan Museum of Art
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/544216
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have been their prototypes (see fig. 2-2). Interesting parallels to such female figures may be found in doll-

like wax objects given to girls in central Sudan in the twentieth century. In fact, in many African regions 

similarly abbreviated female figures in wood or wax were given to young people when they were 

betrothed, or to women who have had problems conceiving a child. Although there is no clear link 

between the Egyptian and Nubian female figures and these other African works, it seems safe to 

generalize that all of these images may have had a role in protecting the sexual and reproductive health of 

their owners. In Kemet, this protective role would have made them quite suitable as grave objects, for by 

the time of the Middle Kingdom the souls of the dead seem to have been expected to draw upon sexual 

energy in order to be born again in the afterlife, just as sexual union is necessary for birth into the world 

of the living. 

New Kingdom 

The New Kingdom was the era of Kemet's greatest military and political expansion. To the south, 

Egyptian control reached far into Nubia. To the north, alliances were formed with peoples of the 

Mediterranean and Western Asia. As in the past, tombs were full of artistic treasures, but now grave 

goods were particularly lavish. Allusions to sexuality were still important in New Kingdom tombs, but 

there was a new emphasis upon the god of death and rebirth, Osiris, his consort and redeemer Isis, and his 

son and champion, another manifestation of Horus.  

Funerary chapels adjacent to the sealed burial chamber served as settings for annual memorial 

ceremonies. Their walls were adorned with paintings, or with images carved in low relief, which often 

portrayed the feasting, music, dancing, and drinking desirable at a memorial festival. In addition to 

inspiring the family who gathered to commune with their ancestors, these murals encouraged passersby to 

visit the chapel, where they might leave a small gift for the deceased.  

A particularly beautiful New Kingdom painting (fig. 2-10) was removed from the walls of a 

chapel or a tomb that may have belonged to a man named Nebamun, in the funerary district west of Waset 

(Thebes), the site of the modern Egyptian city of Luxor. The scene is both visually rich and conceptually 

dense. On one level, the deceased man is depicted young and alive, enjoying a pleasant family outing on 

the river. He stands in a reed boat, with his beautiful wife behind him and his young daughter between his 

feet. Both female figures are much smaller in scale than the man, one of whose hands is raised to throw a 

stick while the other grasps a clutch of waterfowl. 

Yet the man's aggressive gesture recalls that of Narmer, and it proclaims the ability of the 

deceased, aided by the feral cat, to emerge victorious from the dangers of the transition from death to life. 

2-10 Fragment from the tomb of Nebamun
New Kingdom Kemet, Dynasty 18, c. 1350 BC
Pigment on mud plaster, fragment 32”
Waset (Thebes), Luxor, Egypt
British Museum https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA37977

[,}
,;

,
.

~
 

.. ~ 
fr

~~,
j 

-
' 

A 
H

is
to

ry
 o

r A
rt 

in
 A

fri
ca

, 2
nd

 e
di

tio
n

63

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA37977


The marsh setting evokes the battle of Horus and his dangerous rival, the crocodile-like Seth, suggesting 

that the tomb owner's triumph over death replicates Horus's victory over his enemy. Isis, the goddess who 

prepared her husband Osiris for resurrection, also performed her magical acts of restoration in the 

marshes of the Nile. Finally, marshes were linked to the creation of the world in Egyptian thought as the 

place where life and order arose from chaos, just as rebirth and reordering will prevail over the chaos of 

death. 

This fragment from the chapel walls also contains references to the creative power of human 

sexuality. The verb for "launching a throwing stick" was also the verb for "ejaculate," while the word 

"throwing stick," qema, also meant "to create" or "to beget." The action of the deceased is thus a visual 

pun. The elegant young wife, holding objects used in the worship of Hathor, is obviously dressed for a 

feast or ceremony, not a day in the country. The child is placed in a position to remind us that she is the 

fruit of the owner's loins. All these layers of meaning are echoed by the medu netcher written between 

husband and wife, which translate as "enjoying oneself, viewing the beautiful ... at the place of the 

constant renewal of life." 

The interlocking references to sexuality and rebirth are found in objects left in tombs as well as in 

tomb paintings. A mirror originally made for the bedroom or the tomb consists of a shining disk in the 

shape of the lifegiving sun, supported on the head of a naked young woman wearing the wig of Hathor 

(fig. 2-11). The object joining the sun disk to the head of the figure, probably an aquatic plant, meets her  

outstretched arms so that the enclosed space gives the impression of wings. As Egyptians portrayed the 

human soul as winged beings, this may be a further allusion to spiritual life as well as physical beauty. 

The scene in the tomb of Nebamun was probably painted during the reign of Amenhotep III, 

father of the extraordinary Dynasty 18 king who began his reign as Amenhotep IV but then changed his 

name to Akhenaten. With this change the king proclaimed his devotion to the deity Aton (or Aten), whom 

he worshiped as a supreme being, and the corresponding suppression of the worship of Amun (also Amen 

or Amon), the solar deity of Waset. Akhenaten built a new capital, Akhetaten, whose ruins are now 

known as Tel el- Amarna. The period of his rule is thus called the Amarna Period (c. 1353- 1333 BC). 

2-11 Mirror with female figure as
the handle
New Kingdom Kemet, Dynasty
18, c. 1400 – 1350
Bronze figure, disk of a copper
and silver alloy, 9 ¾”
Brooklyn Museum
https://www.brooklynmuseum.or
g/opencollection/objects/4068

The varied uses of this African object revolve around its ability to 
reflect the image of the beholder during life and after death. The 
shape resembles the ankh, the Egyptian symbol for spiritual life. 
Egyptians portrayed human spirits with wings, and the female 
figure that forms this mirror's handle is posed so that her out 
stretched arms connect with the object on her head to give an 
impression of wings.  These references to life and to beauty were 
enhanced by the reflective surface of the sun-like disk, an image 
of the life-giving sun. As during the Middle Kingdom, unclothed 
young women such as this were depicted on many works des 
tined for the bedroom and the tomb, for in the New Kingdom 
they continued to evoke the sexuality leading  to both child-
bearing and to rebirth of the soul in the afterlife. The heavy wig 
may link this figure to the wigged Hathor the primordial goddess 
associated with the sun and with female sexuality. 
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Akhenaten has always been a highly controversial figure. He may have been a religious mystic, 

or he may have been a wily politician who sought to curb the wealth of the powerful priesthood of Amun 

and the other gods. He composed or commissioned evocative hymns to Aton as Lord of Creation, and his 

chief sculptor, Bak, wrote that he had been instructed by Akhenaten himself. Thus the king seems to have 

played an important role in developing a new artistic language to express his radical restructuring of 

Egyptian cosmology. 

An excellent example of the earliest and boldest art commissioned by Akhenaten is a fragment of 

a colossal sandstone statue representing the king himself (fig. 2-12). Over three times life-size, it is one of 

several statues of Akhenaten discovered in the ruins of a temple to Aton near Waset. All had been thrown 

down and desecrated after Akhenaten's death. The headdress and the crossed crook and flail are familiar 

Egyptian symbols of kingship, but the proportions of the face and figure are completely novel. 

Bak and the other artists working for Akhenaten were purposefully rejecting previous Egyptian 

conventions in favor of a different, equally artificial system of representation. The head is elongated, with 

sharp planar cheekbones, narrowed eyes, sensuous lips, enormous ears, and a prominent chin. The slim 

waist, broad hips, full pectorals, and distended abdomen evidently portray Akhenaten as a bisexual being, 

the embodiment of the creator and omnipresent god Aton. As the son of Aton, Akhenaten no longer 

worshiped separate male and female deities, but a single creator who was the source of both male and 

female sexuality. In the words of one of his hymns, Aton was "all alone and shining." 

Figures and reliefs created later in the Amarna Period were somewhat more naturalistic. We 

would know little about art from the end of Akhenaten's reign, and from the reigns of his successors, if an 

archaeologist named Howard Carter had not discovered the tomb of Akhenaten's son-in-law, 

Tutankhamun, in 1922.  Compared to the powerful New Kingdom kings who preceded and followed him, 

Tutankhamun (c. 1333-1323 BC) was a minor ruler indeed. Yet his tomb, unlike theirs, survived almost 

int act into the modern era. As we contemplate the fabulous treasures buried with this adolescent king, we 

must remember hat most kings of Kemet were given far richer burials.  

In one of the underground chambers of Tutankhamun's small tomb, Carter discovered a large 

rectangular sarcophagus. Inside it were three coffins, including one of solid gold. The mummified body of 

the young pharaoh still lay within, its head, chest, and arms encased in gold inlaid with semi- precious 

stones. After the garlands of long-dead flowers were removed, the expedition’s photographer recorded the 

2-12 Colossal statue of Akhenaten from the Gem-pa-Aten
New Kingdom Kemet, Dynasty 18 (Amarna Period), c. 1350 BC
Stone, 13 ft.
Waset (Thebes), Luxor, Egypt
Egyptian Museum, Cairo
Photo:  Warren LeMay,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Statues_of_Akhenaten_in_the_Cairo_Egyptian_Museum#/medi
a/File:Statue_of_Akhenaten,_Egyptian_Museum,_al-Q%C4%81hirah,_CG,_EGY_(46992837435).jpg

2-13 Funerary mask of Tutankhamun
New Kingdom Kemet, Dynasty 18, Amarna Period, c. 1325 BC

Gold, enamel, stone
Harry Burton photograph, 1922 Griffin Institute http://www.griffith.ox.ac.uk/perl/gi-ca-
qmakedeta.pl?sid=109.152.215.177-1279532502&qno=1&dfnam=256a-p0744
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appearance of the body in its golden mask and gloves (fig. 2-13).  Although only partially cleaned, 

at this point, the lustrous gold of the helmet mask still shines with the radiance of the life -giving sun. The 

precious metal affirmed the divinity of the king, for the flesh of the gods was gold and it never decayed. 

The cobra and the vulture, symbols of protective goddesses, are clearly visible on the brow of the mask. 

Among the hundreds of art works accompanying the young king was a headrest carved of elephant ivory 

imported from the south (fig. 2-14). As in other African cultures, headrests supported the heads of  

sleepers in Kemet, taking the place of a pillow, all were treasured personal possessions. During the New 

Kingdom, headrests were also placed in tombs to protect the neck and fragile head of the deceased. This 

example is formed of a kneeling male figure holding the curved neck support. The figure's soft stomach 

reflects the lingering influence of the Amarna style.   A small lion lies on each side of the oval base. The 

headrest is thus a reference to " horizon/' for these are the lions of the desert that flank the hills framing 

the rising or setting sun. Here the hills are formed by the curve of the upper surface, and the head of the 

king would have taken the place of the sun. Falling asleep and rising from sleep were thus linked 

metaphorically to the journey of the sun as it sets yet rises again.  Conceptually, this small ivory object is 

related to the Great Sphinx, the colossal leonine sculpture near the pyramid of Khafre (see fig. 2-7). 

By Dynasty 19 (1307- 1196 BC), increasingly elaborate mummification processes were used for 

royals and non-royals alike, and the ceremonies designed to bring the souls of the dead safely into the 

afterlife became more codified. Funerary practices in Kemet during this period were similar to those of 

many other African peoples, in that deceased elders were elevated to ancestral status by the rites 

performed by their heirs.  

Preparations for the afterlife were recorded and illustrated in long papyrus scrolls buried with the 

dead, which supplemented images and inscriptions on the walls of the tomb. Because such prayers 

accompanied the mummified body as word and image, the people of Kemet believed that they were 

eternally recited and re-enacted for the deceased. Compilations of funerary texts were assembled and 

named the Book of the Dead by Egyptologists, but in Kemet they might have been known generically by 

one of the most popular spells, Coming Forth by Day. 

2-14 Headrest from the tomb of Tutankhamun
New Kingdom Kemet, Dynasty 18, Amarna Period, c. 1325 BC
Ivory, pigment

Egyptian Museum in Cairo, Jon Bodsworth  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tutankhamun_headrest.jpg 
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One of the most important rituals recorded in these collections of incantations is the Opening of 

the Mouth ceremony (fig. 2-15). These rites were performed both on a statue placed in a temple or  

funerary setting and, as illustrated on this papyrus, on a mummy before it was sealed into a tomb. The 

carver's adze was applied to the inanimate figure 's lips during the ceremony, as if the physical act of 

cutting out the mouth supernaturally allowed the statue or mummy to breathe. The priests depicted in this 

papyrus carry the adze and other implements in addition to water vessels for purification. They are 

supervised by a temple official, or possibly by the heir himself, who wears a leopard skin and holds a 

smoking censer of incense. Both the leopard pelt and the incense would have been imported from the 

south, either from Nubia or through Nubian intermediaries. 

To the far right of this scene is a tomb in the shape of a tapering pillar topped with a small 

pyramid. Now known as an obelisk (after a Greek word for a spit or stick), this geometric form was called 

tekhen by the people of Kemet. Enormous monolithic tekhen also commonly flanked temple entryways. 

Shown in front of the tomb is a stone slab covered with medu netcher.   

The two women in attitudes of grief who are shown as touching the mummy may be 

impersonating the goddesses Isis and Nephtys, just as the deceased was believed to become the goddess's 

brother, Osiris. Behind the mummy stands the jackal - headed god of the dead, Anubis. It is possible that 

the role of Anubis may have been played by a masked attendant, although we cannot draw such a 

conclusion from the evidence of illustrations such as this one alone (just as we cannot be sure that the 

peoples of the Sahara used masks thousands of years earlier on the basis of their art alone; see chapter 1).  

The papyrus probably places Anubis in the scene as a symbolic, invisible presence. Yet at least one mask 

made of fired clay, a head of Anubis that fit over the human head of its wearer, has survived.  If such 

masks were once in common use, and masquerades did indeed play a role in the religion of Kemet, 

religious experiences in this ancient culture would have been more similar to those of the peoples of 

Central Africa and West Africa than we have previously believed. 

KUSH  

The A-Group culture of Lower Nubia, discussed earlier, faded around the beginning of the Old Kingdom 

in Kemet. In Upper Nubia, the wealthy cultural center at Kerma (see fig. 2-3) came to an end around 1500 

BC, when the rulers of Kemet unified their country to form the New Kingdom, and conquered Nubian 

lands as far south as the fourth cataract.  About five centuries later, with the waning of Kemet’s power, a 

new Nubian polity arose between the third and the sixth cataracts of the Nile, in the region where the river 

2-15 Portion of a scroll prepared for Hunefer, showing the Opening of the Mouth
New Kingdom Kemet, Dynasty 19, c. 1300 BCE
Papyrus, pigment, 18” high
Photo:  British Museum https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA9901-5
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curves back toward the southwest before resuming its northward course. This Nubian state was called the 

kingdom of Kush. 

The culture of Kush synthesized Nubian and Egyptian elements reflecting both the centuries of 

Egyptian presence in Nubia and the heritage of Kerma. The kings of Kush built pyramidal tombs near 

their capital, Napata, and placed within them art works of gold, silver and rock crystal. In the eighth 

century BC, Kushite kings responded to a period of divided rule in Kemet by marching northward and 

unifying the cultures of the Nile Valley. Their reign forms Dynasty 25 of Egypt (c. 770- 657 BC), and 

ushers in the Late Period of Egyptian history. 

When they ruled Kemet, the Kushites did not consider themselves to be alien overlords. In fact, 

they attributed their victories to the divine favor of the Egyptian gods, whose worship had been neglected 

during the upheavals following the end of the New Kingdom. The rulers of Kush particularly honored 

Amon or Amun, the solar deity of Waset (Thebes), for they believed that his true home was a sacred 

mountain near Napata. New Kingdom kings of Kemet had built a temple to Amun in the shadow of this 

rocky peak, and the first kings of the Kushite Dynasty restored and expanded it. The site of the temple is 

known today by its Arabic name, Gebel Barkal, meaning "mountain of holiness (or blessing)". 

Only the foundations of the temple of Amun at Gebel Barkal are visible today, but they have 

enabled archaeologists to reconstruct its plan and general appearance (fig. 2-16). There may have been an 

encircling wall of adobe or molded clay surrounding the entire structure, for in Kemet temples were 

identified in this way with the primal, muddy mound of creation. A monumental gateway, or bekhenet, 

marked the southern entrance to the structure. Now known by the Greek word "pylon," a bekhenet took 

the form of two flat, sloping towers linked by a shorter portal. Such gateways were a feature of temples in 

Kemet from at least the Middle Kingdom and were usually adorned with protective images. In some New 

Kingdom temples the bekhenet faced east so that the open space above the portal and between the towers 

framed the rising sun. At Gebel Barkal, however, the bekhenet faced southeast, and the temple as a whole 

served as a forecourt to the sacred mountain itself. Two grooves on each tower would have held wooden 

poles where banners or pennants were attached. 

The stone walls of the open courtyard directly behind this first bekhenet were lined with columns 

in the shape of enormous aquatic plants. Colossal statues of Kushite kings stood in their midst. Beyond a 

second gateway, adorned with four more flagpoles, a longer and narrower courtyard was lower, darker, 

and filled with columns that also evoked the tall reeds of the primordial swamp. Only priests and rulers 

were allowed within the maze of small chambers behind the next gateway. There the image of Amun was 

2-16 Ruins of temple of Amun, view from atop Gebel Barkal
Kushite, Napata Period, c. 900 – 600 BC
Stone, c. 450 ft. long
Gebel Barkal, Sudan
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gebel_Barkal_Amun_temple_(B500).JPG
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kept in the innermost sanctuary, a room that represented the place of creation itself. At annual festivals, 

processions of priests carried the image from the dark heart of the temple, through the long courtyards, 

out to the bright sun at the first gateway.   

A causeway leading to the entrance of the temple was flanked by stone sculptures of rams, the 

emblematic animal of Amun. Figures of rams were also found before a temple at the site of Kawa 

(modern Dongola), about a day's journey upstream from Kerma. Also from Kawa is a sculpture of a 

composite creature (fig. 2-1). It portrays a Kushite ruler of Kemet, Taharqo (ruled c. 690- 664 BC), with 

the body, ears, and short mane of a lion. Although the headdress of double cobras was given only to 

Nubian kings, the combination of leonine and human features was well established in representations of 

the kings of Kemet, such as the Great Sphinx, Khafre's huge protective structure at Giza (see fig. 2-7). 

After almost a century of Kushite rule, kings arose in Kemet to form new dynasties. Warriors 

from Western Asia invaded the Nile Valley on two separate occasions but were driven back by Egyptian 

armies.  Meanwhile, the Nubians moved their capital to Meroe, far to the south, a move that marks the 

shift from the Napatan to the Meroitic phase of Kush. By 337 BC, Nubian rulers were also buried at 

Meroe rather than Napata. Deep in the southern reaches of Upper Nubia, between the fourth and sixth 

cataracts, the kings and queens of Kush were to reign for seven more centuries. 

The pyramids erected at Meroe for the kings and queens of Kush attest to the rich history of this 

enduring Nubian kingdom (fig. 2-17). Built between 337 BC and AD 339, they are much smaller than the 

Old Kingdom tombs constructed at Giza more than three thousand years earlier. In contrast to the 

pyramids of Kerner, each of the four faces of these pyramids is an isosceles triangle, and ridges along 

each side lead the eye upward. A mortuary temple with a bekhenet entrance attached to each tomb marked 

the last point of contact between the living and the dead. 

2-1 Sphinx of Taraquo
Kushite (and Late Period Kemet, Dynasty 25), c. 690-664
Stone, c. 16”
Kawa (Dongola), Sudan
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA1770

2-17 Pyramids (royal tombs)
Kushite, Meroitic Period, 300 BC – AD 300
Stone
Meroe, Sudan
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/com
mons/5/53/Sudan_Meroe_Pyramids_2001.JP
G

A nineteenth-century Italian adventurer 
searching for treasure dynamited some of the 
pyramids at Meroe, causing much of the 
damage visible here.  He took the burial goods 
of Queen Amanishakheto from the blasted 
rubble of her tomb. 
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From the pyramid of Amanishakheto, a Queen (or Candake) of Meroe, comes a tiny gold 

ornament made during the first century BC (fig. 2-18). Many of the images depicted on this precious 

object are familiar from the art of Kemet, including the ram's head of the solar deity Amun and the 

circular sun above it. Behind the solar disk is the central portal of a bekhenet, perhaps representing the 

entrance to a temple or tomb. The row of projections at the top of the ornament are abbreviated 

representations of rearing cobras wearing solar discs, which were associated in Kemet with an ancient 

protective goddess. A fringe of cowrie shells (or gold replicas of cowries) originally hung along the lower 

edge of this piece of jewelry. In Kemet, cowrie shells were associated with female genitalia because of 

their shape, and were worn by women as amulets to safeguard their sexual and reproductive well-being. 

Nubians probably used these shells in the same context. It is interesting to note that cowries were still 

worn in modern times by women and babies in northeastern Africa for protection and blessing.  

This gold object may have been a ring that covered much of the queen’s hand, or a pendant worn 

around her neck, on her chest, or attached to her clothing. As recently as the mid-twentieth century, 

women from this region of Sudan suspended small golden disks on their foreheads, and it therefore is 

tempting to see his ornament as the centerpiece of a headdress worn by Queen Amanishakheto two 

thousand years ago. 

Many temple forms were used by the Nubians during the Meroitic phase of Kush, including some 

evidently equipped with enclosures for elephants. An example is the temple to the lion-like god 

Apedemak at the site of Naga, or Naqa (fig. 2-19). Commissioned by King Natakamani and Queen 

Amanitare during the early first century AD, this temple was a smaller and more compact version of the 

temple of Amun at Gebel Barkal (see fig. 2-16). The facade of the bekhenet, shown here, is carved with 

monumental reliefs, which were originally highlighted with bright colors. On either side of the entrance, 

King Natakamani and Queen Amanitare are depicted smiting their enemies in poses almost identical to 

that of Narmer on his palette (see fig. 2-4). Instead of Narmer's single prisoner however, these rulers hold 

great clusters of captives, and a lion rather than a bull refers to the divine power assisting the m. While 

some three thousand years separate the Palette of Narmer from this temple, the meaning of the rulers' 

2-18 Ornament from the tomb of the Candake Amanishakheto
Kushite, Meroitic Period
Gold, glass inlay, 2 ½”
Meroe, Sudan
Munich Staatliche Sammlung Aegyptischer Kunst
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Amanishakheto_Jewellery_03.jpg

2-19 Temple of Apedemak
Kushite, Meroitic Period, c. 50 AD
Stone, c. 40 ft. tall
Naqa, Sudan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Naqa#/med
ia/File:Naga_L%C3%B6wentempel.jpg

The bekhenet entrances to the 
temples of Kemet and Nubia 
marked the rising and setting 
of the sun, its birth and 
rebirth, just as the cliffs on 
either bank of the Nile frame 
the sunset and sunrise. 
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gestures may have remained fundamentally unchanged:  the rulers are manifestations of divine justice, 

they act on behalf of the gods for their people, and they create a secure world for the worship of the gods. 

The artists of Meroe often portrayed their queens as large and heavy, as is the case with Queen 

Arnanitare here. According to historical sources, the queen, or Kandake, of Meroe was a powerful figure 

politically. Since kingship in Meroe was matrilineal, rulers inherited their position from their maternal 

uncles.  A kandake (or candace) was either the partner of the king (as was the case for Amanitare), a ruler 

in her own right who could have a male consort. The slender proportions used by artists for the royal 

women of Kemet, where few queens wielded such political power, may have seemed inappropriate in 

Nubia. Nubian conventions may better have suited a woman of strength and majesty, and perhaps reflect 

status rather than actual physical appearance. 

AKSUM AND ITS TIME 

While Meroe flourished in Upper Nubia, Kemet became increasingly tied to the political events of 

Western Asia and southern Europe. Conquered and ruled first by the Assyrians, then by the Persians, the 

country finally fell in 332 BC to the invading armies of the Macedonian king Alexander, one of whose 

generals founded the Ptolemaic Dynasty (304-30 BC) of Egypt. Egypt became a possession of the Roman 

empire in 30 BC when the Ptolemaic queen Cleopatra VII was defeated by the Roman general Octavian 

(who later took the title of Augustus Caesar). After the Roman empire was split into eastern and western 

territories during the fourth century AD, Egypt was administered by the eastern Byzantine emperors, who 

reigned at Constantinople (presentday Istanbul). 

The Greeks, Romans, and Byzantines all engaged in trade along the Red Sea, and their sailing 

vessels stopped at the port of Adulis (in what is now Eritrea) before continuing to the Persian Gulf.  In 

some cases, the traders crossed the Indian Ocean for destinations in southwest Asia. It was the Red Sea 

trade, in part, that caused the state of Aksum to flourish in the Ethiopian highlands, and it was Aksum that 

emerged as the strongest of the three Nile civilizations at the beginning of the Christian era.  

Egypt in the Sphere of Greece, Rome, and Byzantium 

Egyptian art in the Ptolemaic period included many conscious revivals of past styles, for the Ptolemies 

portrayed themselves as heirs to the glories of the New Kingdom.  Religion for ordinary Egyptians, 

meanwhile, came to stress personal ties to specific deities, ties that could be strengthened through 

pilgrimage to the deity's holy city. There animals sacred to the deity were raised in the temple precinct. 

Ceremonially killed and mummified by priests, they were sold to pilgrims, who left them in the sanctuary 

as offerings.  Animal sacrifice, as in other times, and in other regions of Africa, was thus a marked feature 

of Egyptian religion during the Ptolemaic period. Wealthier worshipers often provided the holy animal 

with a splendid coffin in the shape of the animal itself. One mummy case (or sarcophagus) was carved 

during Ptolemaic rule for a sacred ibis of the god Thoth (fig. 2-21).  
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Manifest as an ibis or a baboon, Thoth was believed to be present at the final judgment of the 

soul, and his blessing was needed for the afterlife. The ibis, like the hornbill in other African cultures, was 

viewed as an embodiment of divine wisdom. This precious object served as a reliquary, a container of 

Thoth's sacred power as well as a gift linking deity and supplicant. 

The ungainly appearance of the living bird has been transformed by the sculptor into an elegant, 

asymmetrical arrangement of forms. The simultaneous attention to detail (on the head and feet) and 

overall composition is particularly satisfying. Some such coffins were made of gold, an expensive and 

supernaturally potent material (associated with the sun and the flesh of the gods) and silver (associated 

with the moon, with the bones of gods, and with the foreign lands where it was mined) but this example 

has a head and feet of bronze and eyes of glistening rock crystal. 

The worship of ancient Egyptian gods and goddesses gradually faded during the first centuries of 

the Christian era. Christianity is based upon the teachings of a Jewish preacher and healer named Jesus of 

Nazareth, whose followers believe him to have been the Christ, or "anointed one," the Messiah spoken of 

in Hebrew scripture. In Christian belief, Jesus was both fully human and fully divine, both the Son of God 

and one with God. He is believed to have risen from the dead, and in this act to have triumphed on behalf 

of all humanity over mortality. Like other religions, including the worship of the Egyptian goddess Isis,  

Christianity spread through the network of travel and communication made possible by the Roman 

empire. Christianity flourished in Northern Africa, but one of its most important early centers was in 

Egypt, at Alexandria.  Many Egyptians had already converted to Christianity by AD 325, the year the 

Roman empire legalized Christianity.  

During the three centuries that followed, until Egypt's surrender to the armies of Islam in the early 

seventh century (see Chapter 2), Egyptians produced "Coptic art," the term " Copt" being derived from 

the Greek word for Egypt.  However, "Coptic art" is also used to describe Egyptian works in conservative 

styles that were created as late as the eleventh or twelfth centuries AD, or to describe works made by 

Egypt’s Christian artists throughout history. 

The Coptic textile shown here is typical of the complicated and colorful tapestry strips that 

ornamented the white linen garments of Egyptians, or were woven into curtains and other home 

2-21 Coffin for a mummified ibis
Ptolemaic Period Egyptian, 330 -30
Wood, bronze (and mummified body of the bird)
Akhmin, Egypt
Israel Museum, Jerusalem https://www.imj.org.il/en/exhibitions/mummy-jerusalem

1-22 Woven bands and roundels from a wall hanging
Coptic Egypt, Byzantine Period, c. 400 - 500
Wool, dyes
Arsinoe, Egypt
Musée du Louvre https://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-
notices/cupids-picking-grapes
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furnishings (fig. 2-22), in the Byzantine Period and beyond. It was woven during the late fifth century 

AD, when Christianity was the dominant religion of Egypt, yet the subject matter is tied to a pre-Christian 

past. The female nude in one frame and the male wearing an animal skin in the other may refer 

symbolically to Christian values, but it is more likely that they are simply dancing figures, celebrations of 

life based upon the festivals and poetry of the Greco-Roman world. 

Palaces and Tombs of Aksum 

The flourishing trade joining the Horn of Africa (present-day Ethiopia, Djibouti, and Somalia) to both 

Egypt and India stimulated the development of inter-related cultures on both the eastern and western 

shores of the Red Sea. In southern Arabia and Eritrea, kingdoms shared similar Afro-Asiatic languages 

and scripts. By the beginning of the Christian era, a culture in the Ethiopian highlands that was closely 

connected to the Arabian kingdom of Saba (or Sabae) had formed the kingdom of Aksum. Aksumite  

merchants, warriors, and diplomats traveled between the capital (the city of Aksum, now in Ethiopia) and 

the coastal port of Adulis (now in Eritrea). 

During the first two to three centuries AD, the kings of Aksum built a series of spectacular 

palaces of stone and wood. Unfortunately, these palaces have since fallen into ruin, but their foundations 

have survived. Square in plan, the palaces of Aksum were set upon stepped platforms. Judging 

from the construction techniques of stone churches built several centuries later in the same region, 

windows and doors were set into recessed panels in the layered stone and mortar walls. Wooden beams 

supporting the upper floors protruded slightly from the exterior walls, forming decorative bosses. 

Echoes of these lost palaces may be seen in the enormous granite monoliths that marked royal Aksumite 

burials (fig. 2-24). Erected between the third and fifth centuries AD, the ten to ninety-foottall monoliths 

are carved in relief to resemble skyscraper versions of the royal residences. Doors, inset windows, and 

protruding beam-ends are all faithfully copied in stone. Beneath these towering slabs of stone, the dead 

were buried in underground chambers. 

Ballana 

2-24 Monolithic tomb marker
Aksumite, c. 200 – 400
Stone, c. 80 feet
Aksum, Ethiopia
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Aksum_Stele_n._2_(Obelisk_of_Axum-
Roma)#/media/File:Aksum_ob%C3%A9lisque.JPG
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Around AD 330 the Aksumite king Ezana apparently invaded Meroe, and a thousand years of rule by 

Kushite kings came to an end. Nubia eventually recovered some of its former prosperity, however, and a 

royal court was established near the Lower Nubian site of Ballana, which flourished from about AD 375 

to 525. Rich grave goods, including silver crowns for a king and queen, were found there by 

archaeologists (fig. 2-25) before the region was flooded by the Aswan Dam in 1964. The crowns combine 

features from the art of Kemet (such as the central protrusions referring to feathers and erect cobras) and 

Nubia (such as the ram’s head in the very center).  Others, such as the placement of the red stones, show 

the influence of the late Roman and Byzantine world.  

EARLY CHRISTIAN ARTS OF NUBIA AND ETHIOPIA 

References to Ethiopia in Hebrew scripture attest to many centuries of relations between the peoples of 

Ethiopia and the Israelites, and the Jewish faith itself was adopted by various communities in Ethiopia. 

During the fourth century AD, Judaism was joined in the Ethiopian highlands by Christianity. Ezana, the 

Aksumite king who seems to have crushed Meroe, established Christianity as the religion of Aksum about 

the time it became legal throughout the Roman empire, and he was one of the first kings in history to 

strike coins with a cross.  Three Christian kingdoms later arose in Nubia, all with close ties to the 

Byzantine world and to their Egyptian and Aksumite neighbors.  One, the kingdom of Makuria, grew out 

of the culture at Ballana. Its neighbor to the south was the kingdom of Nobatia or Nobotia, while still 

further south arose the kingdom of Alwa. 

Faras 

The Christian faith of the Nubians found expression in churches built between the eighth and twelfth 

centuries AD. Archaeological work undertaken before the Aswan Dam flooded Lower Nubia revealed 

striking paintings on the walls of Makuria’s churches. The most impressive came from the cathedral at the 

site of Faras.  Faras was an administrative center of Makuria during this period, and portraits of the 

kingdom's religious and secular leaders adorned the walls of this important church. Biblical scenes such 

as the birth of Mary mother of Jesus, and the divine rescue of the three Israelite youths from the fiery 

furnace were also depicted. In a detail of an eleventh-century mural from the cathedral, Mary and the 

Christchild give their blessing to Marianos, local bishop who was buried nearby (fig. 2-26). 

2-25 Crown from Ballana (replacement for inlaid chest of 2nd edition)
Silver, precious stones
Ballana culture, Lower Nubia
Ballana, Egypt,
Nubian Museum, Aswan
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Aksum_Stele_n._2_(Obelisk_of_Axum-
Roma)#/media/File:Aksum_ob%C3%A9lisque.JPG

WMC Nubian Museum, Aswan, UNESCO photograph
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The formal, frontal poses of the three figures, and the lack of interest in creating an illusion of depth, are 

features shared by images produced in lands administered by the rulers of distant Byzantium 

(Constantinople, modern Istanbul). As in many regions of the Christian world, Nubian and Egyptian 

Coptic artists employed Byzantine styles even when their rulers had no political ties to the Byzantine 

empire. The simple dark outlines of these Nubian figures, their enormous eyes, and the rhythmic parallel 

folds of their drapery, are particularly close in style to painting in Coptic churches produced during the 

same period in Egypt. The pallid, greenish complexion of Mary, the Madonna, and the rich brown tones 

of Marianos may reflect local conventions for showing gender or ethnicity.  

Lalibala 

Although murals and devotional images were produced for Aksumite churches, it seems that very few 

have survived.  Evidently many were destroyed during the eleventh century, when Aksum and 

neighboring kingdoms were overthrown by rulers of the Zagwe Dynasty. Later monarchs considered the 

Zagwe emperors to be usurpers, with no divine right to rule Ethiopia. However, the thirteenth-century 

Zagwe emperor Lalibala, or Lalibela, is still revered as a saint, in part because of his desire to create a 

new Jerusalem on Ethiopian soil. Jerusalem, the principal city of Israel in the time of Jes us, is a holy city 

for Christians, as it is for Jews and Muslims. The site Lalibala chose to replicate this sacred place, in the 

highlands 8500 feet above sea level, now bears his name. It is still a place of pilgrimage and retreat. 

Stone carvers sculpted eleven churches at Lalibala, each a counterpart of a church in Jerusalem. 

Unlike earlier Aksumite palaces and churches, they were not constructed of stone blocks and mortar 

reinforced with timber, but were carved from solid 

rock. Starting at ground level, the builders chipped away the rock from the roof down to the foundations, 

and tunneled into the mass of stone to hollow out the interior from the ceiling to the floor. The religious 

fervor that inspired this extraordinary work is legendary. According to one story, angels took up the tools 

of the sleeping workers every night to help them complete the churches in a miraculously short period of 

time.  The sound of hammers striking stone is said to have resounded through the hills like the music of a 

great celebration. 

Most of the rock-cut churches are square or rectangular in plan and have the form of a small 

basilica (see chapter 1). However, Beta Giorghis (fig. 2-27), literally the "house of (Saint) George," is in 

2-26 Detail of mural depicting Marianos being blessed by Mary and Jesus
Lower Nubia, Kingdom of Makuria, c. 1000
Pigment on mud plaster
Faras, Sudan
Muzeum Narodowe w Warszawie
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Faras_Bishop_Marianos.jpg#/media/File:Autor_niez
nany,_Biskup_Marianos_pod_opiek%C4%85_Chrystusa_i_Matki_Boskiej._Malowid%C5%8
2o_%C5%9Bcienne.jpg

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 75

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Faras_Bishop_Marianos.jpg#/media/File:Autor_nieznany,_Biskup_Marianos_pod_opiek%C4%85_Chrystusa_i_Matki_Boskiej._Malowid%C5%82o_%C5%9Bcienne.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Faras_Bishop_Marianos.jpg#/media/File:Autor_nieznany,_Biskup_Marianos_pod_opiek%C4%85_Chrystusa_i_Matki_Boskiej._Malowid%C5%82o_%C5%9Bcienne.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Faras_Bishop_Marianos.jpg#/media/File:Autor_nieznany,_Biskup_Marianos_pod_opiek%C4%85_Chrystusa_i_Matki_Boskiej._Malowid%C5%82o_%C5%9Bcienne.jpg


the shape of a modified cross whose arms are equal in length. The carved lines on the roof of the church, 

partially visible from the rim of the pit encircling the building, emphasize this central plan, quite common 

in Byzantine architecture. Spectacular church ceremonies take advantage of the dramatic gaps between 

the courtyard at the base of the church, and the flat surfaces at ground level. Processions wind their way 

downward and upward along narrow passages, tunnels, and stairways, while chanted prayers join 

worshipers above and below. This pattern of call and response is compared to the ways the praises of 

people on earth are repeated by the angels in heaven. 

Some Lalibala churches have windows set in recessed panels like those carved on Aksumite 

monoliths (see fig. 2-24), and are thus following the traditions of architecture erected over a thousand 

years earlier. Beta Giorghis, however has windows framed with organic linear designs similar to harag, 

the painted tendrils ornamenting the borders of Ethiopian manuscripts (see fig. 2-29). 

Inside, the ceiling of Beta Giorghis displays hemispherical domed similar to those of 

the Byzantine churches seen by Ethiopian pilgrims in Jerusalem. Its smooth surfaces manipulate the soft 

light entering from the underground windows, creating a mystical setting for priests entering the 

sanctuary. Other Lalibala churches evidently reproduce in stone the timber ceilings of early Aksumite 

buildings. 

Early Solomonic Period 

The Zagwe Dynasty was brought to an end in AD 1270 by the people of Amhara in the central mountains 

of Ethiopia. They were led by an emperor who claimed to be descended from the rulers of Aksum, and 

who revived an old legend to establish himself as the heir of the biblical king David, who ruled Israel 

during the tenth century BC. According to this legend, after the Queen of Sheba visited King Solomon, 

the son of David, she bore a son named Menelik. Menelik succeeded her as ruler of Ethiopia, and had the 

wisdom and the divine favor of his father Solomon. The era of rule by Amharic emperors is thus referred 

to as the Solomonic (or Neo-Solomonic) Period. 

The early Solomonic monarchs of the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries were active patrons of the 

church and commissioned liturgical arts, the art forms used in worship. The royal court of this period was 

itinerant, moving from town to town. While their parents traveled, princes were left in isolated 

monasteries to be brought up by priests. This religious education led to royal involvement in theology, 

music, literature, and art. The fourteenth century Solomonic king Dawit (David) may have commissioned 

one beautifully illustrated (or illuminated) book.  It contained twenty full pages related to the first four 

2-17 Church of St. George (Beta Giorghis)
Ethiopian Highlands, Zagwe Dynasty, c. 1200
Solid stone (bedrock)
Lalibala, Ethiopia
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Biete_Ghiorgis#/media/File:Bet_Giyorgis_Rock-
Hewn_Church_-_Lalibela_-_Ethiopia_-_01_(8732144036).jpg

2-29 Gospel
Ethiopian Highlands, Solomonic Period, c. 1400?
Pigment on animal skin, c. 16” high

Artists of the Monastery of Dabra Hayq Estifanos or the court of Emperor Dawit, Ethiopia
Metropolitan Museum of Art ,
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/317618?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;f 
t=ethiopia&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=2A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 76
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books of the Christian New Testament, known in English as the Gospels (fig. 2-29). The test had been 

translated from its original Greek into Ge'ez, the archaic language of the Ethiopian highlands that is still 

used in Ethiopian churches today. Like many Ethiopian manuscripts, it was originally bound in wood 

covered with leather and stored in a box or chest of wood, leather or quilted cloth. 

This page depicts the Ascension, when the resurrected Christ leaves his followers and ascends 

into heaven.  Christ is shown within a red circle, supported by the avatars of the four authors of the 

Gospels; Matthew (the angel with the face of a man in the upper right corner), Mark (the lion-faced angel 

below him), Luke (the angel with the head of an ox) and John (the eagle-headed angel in the top right 

corner).  Mary, the mother of Jesus, stands directly below him, surrounded by the twelve disciples.  Their 

robes, indicated through broad areas of geometric patterns, cover all of their bodies with the exception of 

their heads, hands, and tiny triangular feet. While the flat, patterned surfaces and their boldly elongated 

heads and fingers are unique features of the Solomonic manuscripts of this period, religious manuscripts 

from Ethiopia were made in a rich variety of highly diverse abstracted styles. 

During the fifteenth century, King Zara Yaqob (Jacob) established new forms of worship for 

Mary, the mother of Jesus, encouraging his people to use images of Maryam (Mary) painted on wooden 

panels in their personal prayers and meditation. He invited foreign painters to work in Ethiopian 

monasteries, and he imported Christian art works from Jerusalem. The most influential artist of his court 

was the Ethiopian painter Fre Siyon, or Fere Seyon, who translated Zara Yaeqob's hymns and sacred 

poetry into visual form. 

The portable two-paneled devotional image, or diptych, that is illustrated here is an elegant 

example of Fre Siyon's work (fig. 2- 30). Painted in tempera on two pieces of wood, it can be closed for 

transport, then opened like a book and stood upright on a flat surface. The left panel shows Maryam with 

the infant Jesus in the crook of her left arm. As in many African depictions of motherhood, faces show 

little expression, but gestures are full of meaning; the Christ child rests his foot upon his mother's arm, 

stroking her chin with one hand while grasping in the other the branch she is extending to him. 

Two angels fill the corners of the scene. On the right panel, three rows of saints turn to view the mother 

and child. Slight differences in their hair, beards, and hand gestures give variety to the assembly. 

2-30 Devotional image, attributed to Fre Seyon
Ethiopian Highlands, Solomonic Period, c. 1475
Tempera on panel, c. 17” tall
Gondar, Ethiopia
https://art.thewalters.org/detail/5751/diptych-with-mary-and-her-son-flanked-by-archangels-
apostles-and-a-saint/
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A comparison between the diptych of Fre Siyon and the mural from Faras (see fig. 2-26) shows 

the Ethiopian work' s affinity with other styles that derive from those of the Byzantine empire. His work 

displays the rhythmic lines, stylized faces, and simplified shapes of the earlier Nubian painting of the 

Madonna. Yet Fre Siyon's work is smoother, more delicate, and more intimate, reflecting his patron's 

desire to interpret Maryam's role as a loving mother and an effective advocate for sinners, one who could 

petition her son on their behalf. 

ISLAMIC ART OF EGYPT 

Egypt was among the earliest of regions of the world to become a center of Islam, after armies from 

Arabia overthrew its Byzantine government around AD 639 (17 AH). First it was a province of the 

rapidly expanding Aghlabid empire, but it later came under the control of Fatimids, a North African 

dynasty, in AD 969 (357 AH). During the centuries when Christian art forms continued to flourish in 

Ethiopia under the Zagwe Dynasty and the early Solomonic rulers, Christian Coptic artists worked 

alongside Muslim artists in Islamic Egypt. Mosques, schools, tombs, palaces, fountains, lavish private 

residences, and imposing city gates embellished Fustat, Egypt’s first Islamic capital, and the adjacent city 

of Cairo (al-Qahira in Arabic), the capital founded by the Fatimids. 

The impact of art made in Egypt under Islam can perhaps best be seen in the portable art forms 

that traveled far from their place of origin. For example, rock crystal mined along the East African coasts 

and in the Persian Gulf was imported by the Fatimids, and then carved into delicate vessels. Traders and 

crusaders brought these precious objects from Islamic lands to Europe, where they held Christian relics or 

communion wine. 

Additional objects were exported from Egypt during the centuries when leadership was in the 

hands of Mamluks, enslaved or formerly enslaved men from various regions of the Muslim world. Made 

during the Mamluk period (AD 1250- 1517), the shallow brass basin here is inlaid with silver and covered 

with bands of decoration (fig. 2-31). At the widest part of the bowl, Arabic letters are transformed into 

several series of vertical strokes. While many Mamluk brass basins displayed inscriptions - often 

quotations from the Qur'an or a short blessing- the calligraphy here is quite difficult to decipher and may 

have served as a visual and verbal puzzle to amuse the owners. Beside the Arabic letters are circular 

shapes made of interlocking and radiating lines. These are part of the vast repertoire of designs drawn 

from geometry, calligraphy, and sacred divisions of space, which fascinated both Muslim and non 

Muslim owners. 

2-31 Basin of Sultan Qaytbay
Islamic Egypt, Mamluk Period, c. 1475
Brass and silver, 14 ½” in diameter
Probably from Cairo
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/444565
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Metal basins were used for ritual washing before prayers and before entering mosques and were 

proudly displayed in Muslim homes. In other cultures, these exotic and expensive objects took on other 

roles and meanings. In northern European churches, for example, imported Mamluk vessels sometimes 

served as baptismal fonts. Today Egyptian brass bowls and locally made replicas may still hold sacred 

substances in the shrines of southern Ghana (see chapter 7). 

LATER CHRISTIAN ART OF ETHIOPIA 

In AD 1516 the Mamluk rulers of Egypt were defeated by the Ottomans, a Muslim empire based in what 

is present-day Turkey. Nubia came under Ottoman control as well, and Christians in these regions of the 

Nile converted to Islam. Further to the south, the Christian highlands of Ethiopia were overrun in 1527-43 

by Islamic forces led by Ahmad ibn Ibrahim. After twenty years, however, the Solomonic kings regained 

control of the highlands. While these Christian kings of the late Solomonic Period moved their courts 

from place to place, they spent the entire rainy season near Lake Tana, in the northwest of their kingdom. 

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries they built a series of palaces near the site of Gondar. 

Repeatedly sacked during the nineteenth century, the palaces arc still imposing in their ruined and 

abandoned states. 

The churches built in this region by these Solomonic kings have survived relatively intact. Debre 

Berhan Selassie (or Debra Berhan Sellase), the Church of the Trinity, was founded by King Iassu I toward 

the end of the seventeenth century. A small, thatched, rectangular church, it stands just outside Gondar. 

The wall paintings of its interior display the full aesthetic impact of the style known as Gondarene (fig. 2-

32), originally developed by artists working for the court in Gondar during the mid-seventeenth century. 

Worshippers in the church face the two arched and veiled entrances to the sanctuary, or " holy of holies," 

the area where sacred tablets are kept. Above and between the arches Jesus is depicted crucified upon a 

cross, the death he suffered as related in Christian scripture. The cross is shown issuing from the grave of 

Adam, the first man created, thus indicating Christ's role as the fulfillment of human history, the Savior 

whose death redeemed the human race from the sin committed by Adam. Over the crucifixion is a panel 

depicting the Holy Trinity, a central mystery of Christian doctrine in which God is understood 

simultaneously as one and three. Here, the Trinity is envisioned as three identical elders, each with a halo 

of gold and red light. In the segmented areas around them are depicted various saints and Mary, the 

mother of Jesus. The beams and ceiling are covered with the heads and wings of eighty angels 

2-32 Church of the Holy Trinity (Debre Berhan Selassie)
Wall with entrance to the Holy of Holies, with painting of the Trinity and the Crucifixtion
Ethiopian Highlands, Solomonic Dynasty, c. 1700
Pigment on plaster
Copyright Gerhard Huber , https://global-
geography.org/af/Geography/Africa/Ethiopia/Pictures/Lake_Tana/Debre_Berhan_Selassie_Chur
ch_-_Inside_2
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interspersed with scintillating patterns. The bright colors, lack of extraneous detail, and direct gaze of 

most of the figures are also found in the much earlier altar by Fre Siyon (see fig. 2-30). Yet the artists of 

Debre Berhan Selassie have added shaded areas to the faces of the Trinity and to the body of Christ to 

suggest rounded surfaces, and have emphasized the eyes of the angels and saints with bold dark lines.  

Although there is no longer a royal court in Ethiopia (the last emperor, Haile Selassie, the Ras Tafari, was 

overthrown by a military coup in 1974), historical paintings in the Gondarene style may still be made for 

foreigners and local clients today. Despite past invasions and the civil warfare that destroyed much of 

Ethiopia's artistic heritage in the twentieth century, churches also continue to use cast, carved, and painted 

works of art during Christian worship. 

During church festivals such as Timkat, art works are carried in great processions (fig. 2-33). 

Crosses of brass, gold, silver or wood, often adorned with streamers, are held aloft. Church officials, and 

the lay priests who lead the music (dabtara or debtera), wear elaborate crowns and embroidered robes. 

Umbrellas of costly brocade symbolize the dome of heaven and honor the sacred presence of holy objects. 

Ornamented chests (or in this case, flat boxes) are swathed in cloth and carried on the heads of religious 

leaders.  They contain tabot, tablets replicating the stone tablets of the Ten Commandments that the Bible 

relates were given to the Hebrew prophet Moses by God on Mount Sinai. Just as the Ark of the Covenant 

traveled through the wilderness with the people of Israel, these chests spend the night in tents before 

being returned to the church the next day. Ethiopian Christians sing and dance before the tabot just as the 

Bible relates that King David once danced for joy before the Ark of the Covenant in ancient Israel. While 

processions to and from churches may be seen in Christian communities around the world, these striking 

forms of worship in Ethiopia are also reminiscent of the processions in which the priests of Kush and 

Kemet brought images of deities out of the dark recesses of their temples for annual festivals. 

The processions are often led by lay priests, dabtara or debtera, who are particularly 

accomplished singers, cantors, and dancers. Debtera themselves also make liturgical art, and work for 

private individuals as well as for the church. During the twentieth century they made talismans, sacred 

scrolls providing mystical protection. These were long strips of parchment or goatskin, which can be laid 

over someone lying ill in bed, or hung in a bedroom (fig. 2-34). Ideally, they were painted upon the skin 

2-34 Healing scroll
Ethiopian Highlands, 20th century
Goatskin, pigmen
Wellcome Collection, London https://wellcomecollection.org/works/u5n8fs5b

2-33 Religious festival (Timkat) with debtera
Ethiopian Christian, 2002
Gold, bronze, wood, cloth
Congregation of Debre Selam Kidist Mariam, Washington, D.C.
Photo: Joel Castleman https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Timkat_2020_deacons.jpg
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of a goat that was sacrificed to God by the petitioner (the debtera's client) to invoke blessing and 

forgiveness. Allied with the Jewish mystical tradition known as the kaballah or cabala, these scrolls 

contain prayers written in Ge'ez, and faces and figures representing both protective beings and monsters 

to be overcome. In function, the scrolls are quite similar to the ancient Egyptian collection of spells 

known as the Book of the Dead (see fig. 2-15), for the words and images they contain are believed by 

their presence alone to offer continual protection to the individual (living or dead) who owns and displays 

them.   

TWENTIETH-CENTURY ARTISTS FROM CAIRO 

For the last two thousand years, much Egyptian art has served foreign rulers. Yet in the early years of the 

twentieth century, when Egyptians sought to form an independent nation, artists began to produce art 

forms in response to these nationalist movements. The arts of modern Egypt have been closely linked to 

the political history of the country, beginning with the career of Mahmoud Mukhtar (1891-1934). 

Mukhtar is said to have wandered into the School of Fine Arts in Cairo when he was a teenager. 

The school had been founded only a year or so earlier by Prince Youssef Kamal, an influential Egyptian 

politician. Mukhtar's training at the school led to a scholarship at the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris, where 

he evidently adopted the dissolute lifestyle of the French avant-garde. Upon his return to Egypt, he carved 

stone in smooth abstract styles that are based upon European art of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. However, he also carved images that seem similar in spirit and form to sculpture made in Egypt 

during the reign of the Greeks and Romans. These include a Cairo landmark commissioned by the 

nationalist Wafd party (fig. 2-37), which features a sphinx and a woman removing her veil.  Given the 

title Nahdet Misr (translated as “Egypt’s Awakening”, or “The Renaissance of Egypt”), it associated 

Egypt with the Nahdet movement of young intellects in Syria, Lebanon, and other Arabic-speaking 

regions.  The sculpture was meant to be a metaphor for a new era of self-determination in Egypt. 

While Mukhtar is highly regarded in Egypt as a pioneer of modernism in that country, another 

twentieth century artist was much more widely known by non-Egyptians during his lifetime. This was 

architect Hassan Fathy (1899- 1989), whose research into the architecture of Nubian villages nourished 

the study of vernacular architecture worldwide. For private homes, Fathy borrowed the pierced wooden 

screens of medieval Egyptian windows, and the "wind-catchers" of Cairo roofs, to create dwellings suited 

to harsh sunlight and intense heat. 

He is also known for the planned community of New Gourna, an architectural complex intended 

to replace the ancient but impoverished village sprawling above the ruins of the tombs of Luxor (ancient 

2-37 Nahdet Misr. 1918-1934
Mahmoud Moktar, Modern Egyptian sculptor (1891-1934)
Stone
Cairo, Egypt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mahmoud_Mokhtar#/media/File:Nahdet_Misr.jpg
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Waset) (fig. 2-38). In a wonderfully evocative sketch for the project, Fathy placed elevations of the 

planned homes above their plans and inserted a sketch of the hillside where the ancient tombs are found.  

The head of a cow, the avatar of Hather, emerges from the hill to survey the project.  Rows of trees line 

the top and bottom of the sketch.  While the project was never completed, and was never fully accepted 

by the villagers themselves, it has influenced later, more successful communities around the world. 

Contemporaries of Hassan Fathy created a vibrant community for modern art in Egypt.  Most of the 

artists, whether or not they were educated in country’s art schools, tended to favor the new foreign 

medium of oil paint on canvas. Like Mahmoud Mukhtar, these pioneers produced representational art 

rather than purely abstract images. Many pursued careers as illustrators, designers, and educators. When 

Egypt became the United Arab public after World War II, artists were seen as cultural ambassadors, and 

their works were displayed in Dakar, Senegal, in 1963 for the first Festival of Negro Arts. 

Several twentieth century Egyptian artists were known for the social and political messages their 

paintings conveyed.  Among these were Gazbia Sirry (born 1925), whose evocative Martyr (fig. 2-39) is  

an example of her expressive protests against injustice. Today her works are quite different; they are 

luminous, saturated with color, and entirely abstract. By the end of the twentieth century, a generation of 

Egyptian artists had emerged who had abandoned both painting and sculpture for video production and 

other forms of photography, for site specific installations, and for collaborative, multi-media projects. 

ARTISTS FROM KHARTOUM 

Artists in Sudan first received formal training in easel painting, the European tradition of painting with 

oils on canvas, at the end of the colonial period. They studied at an institute often known simply as the 

Khartoum School, which has changed names and affiliations several times since its foundation in 1947 

and is now part of Sudan University of Science and Technology. Many had already been influenced by 

local painters who, with no formal training, were creating landscapes and portraits for wealthy Sudanese 

patrons by the 1930s. 

2-38 Architectural plans for New Gourna
Hasan Fathy, Modern Egyptian architect (1899-1989)
Tempera on paper, c. 1948, illustration for Architecture for the Poor, 1976
https://www.omicsonline.org/open-access/hassan-fathys-design-efforts-for-new-gourna-2168-
9717-1000157.php?aid=70435

2-39 Martyr (1961)
Gazbia Sirry, Egyptian painter (b. 1925)
Oil on canvas, 52” high
Cairo, Egypt
Current owner unknown
https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/Lot/gazbia-sirry-egyptian-b-1925-martyr-4972401-details.aspx
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One of the most renowned members of the Khartoum School is Ibrahim el Salahi (born 1930), 

one of the first Sudanese artists to exhibit his paintings overseas.  After advanced art studies in London, el 

Salahi returned to Sudan, where he taught at the Khartoum School and met with other artists at the studio 

of Osman Waqialla (1925-2007). During the 1960s he also participated in workshops in Nigeria and in 

the United States.  He painted Reborn Sounds of Childhood Dreams I, (fig. 2-40) while working in 

Khartoum and New York, between 1961 and 1965. The gaunt, abstracted figures and the title’s reference 

to the subconscious might seem to be tied to the European movement known as Surrealism, but they are 

instead a result of the artist’s respect for the cultural values of his Muslim homeland. The curves reference 

the lunar crescent of Islam, and the colors are muted, purposefully echoing the hues of earth found in 

Sudan. The painting also expresses el Salahi's desire to create images through calligraphic strokes, 

merging the Islamic heritage of sacred writing with the African heritage of figurative art. 

Many Sudanese artists shared el Salahi's goal of combining Arabic calligraphy and " pan-

African" styles and themes during the 1960s and 1970s. Yet rather than work with figurative images 

(representations of people, places or things), the influential painter Osman Waqialla created lush 

variations on Arabic script, giving splendor to the words of the holy Qur'an (fig. 2-41).  This drawing, 

taken from chapter nineteen of the Qur’an (the Surat Maryam, named for Mary the mother of Jesus), 

features the five bold letters that open the chapter.  These Arabic letters serve as an invocation, one that is 

widely believed to bring the speaker blessing and protective power. In 1986, young artists following the 

example of Waqialla formed a movement known as the School of the One to produce abstract art closely 

attuned to the values of Islam. Other groups of artists from the Khartoum School formulated other 

aesthetic programs. For example, Kamala Ibrahim Ishaq, one of the women artists active in Khartoum, 

established the Crystalist School in 1978. 

El Salahi was imprisoned without trial by the Sudanese government in 1975 and left the country 

after his release to live in exile in Qatar and England. Osman Waquialla sought exile in England as well.  

Political conditions in Sudan, and the conflicts that caused the nation to split into two countries (Sudan 

and South Sudan), also drove many other respected artists to emigrate. Mohammed Ahmed Abdalla 

2-40 Reborn Sounds of Childhood Dreams I, 1961-65
Sudanese painter Ibrahim el Salahi (b. 1930), resides in England, Qatar, Sudan
Oil and enamel on locally woven cotton, 2.59 meters high
Copyright Ibrahim el Salahi

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/el-salahi-reborn-sounds-of-childhood-
dreams-i-t13979 

2-41 Kaf ha ya ayn sad, 1980
Osman Waqialla, Sudanese artist (1925-2007)
Ink and gold on paper, 17.5 cm.
British Museum
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_1998-0716-0-1
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(1935-2016), remained in England after he had received advanced training in ceramics.  He experimented 

with porcelain and earthenware, and with high fire glazes that produced a variety of unusual surface 

textures and colors. Perhaps his most striking works were the vessels whose shapes are based upon the 

red and black eggshell-thin wares of ancient Nubia (fig. 15-5; see fig. 2-3). Both the fabric (the delicate 

clay walls) and the color emphasizing the rim of the vessel are fitting tributes to this art form of the 

distant past. Sudanese artists now living in the United States include Mohammad Omer Khalil (born 

1936), whose New York printshop has printed the work of American artists such as Romare Bearden and 

Louise Nevelson, and sculptor Amir Nour (born 1939).  

Sudanese sculptor Amir Nour (born 1939) has been based in Chicago. Educated in Khartoum and 

London, Nour completed his studies in art at Yale University, and received a Ph.D. in art history from St. 

Andrew’s University in Scotland.  His work reflects what may be the last great expressions of modern art, 

the late twentieth century art movement known as minimalism (which distilled forms to their geometric 

essence) and the large scale of American and European artworks known as earthworks (which interact 

with the landscape). A sculptural group called Grazing at Shendi (fig. 15-6) comprises over two hundred  

stainless steel cylinders of various sizes, all pieced together and curved into semi-circles. In this work, 

Nour invites the museum or gallery to participate in the artistic process by choosing how to place the 

forms in the display space. The arrangement photographed here was created by the staff of the National 

Museum of African Art in Washington, D.C. in 1995. 

Despite the smooth finish of the industrial material used, this work makes references to the land 

near Shendi, the town on the Nile where Nour was born. In Nour 's own words:  

"As kids, we used to play outside and a man would come around collecting the goats and sheep, and he 

would take them out of town.  When you see them from the distance, you don't see details ...You just see 

dots on the space ... I tried to put that type of visual experience into metal to see how it worked."  

But the shapes are not just grazing animals. Nour also describes crowds of worshipers praying outside at 

the end of Ramadan, the month of fasting and reflection in Islam: "They stand in straight lines. And then 

they prayed. And then they bent down ... It's the same visual idea. It used to overwhelm me." Just as 

Abdallah creates startling new forms based upon ancient Sudanese ceramics, Nour creates thoroughly 

American art forms expressing twentieth century Sudanese experience. 

15-5 Beaker, before 2005
Mohammed Ahmed Abdalla, Sudanese British artist (1939-2016)
Fired clay, glaze, 11.5 cm in diameter
British Museum https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/E_Af2005-03-5

15-6 Grazing at Shendi, 1969
Amir Nour, Sudanese American artist b. 1939
Steel (212 pieces), variable dimensions
Collection of the artist, https://africa.si.edu/exhibits/dialogue/nourI.htm

https://www.amirnour.com/
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ARTISTS FROM ADDIS ABABA 

Other complex responses to local and international cultures may be seen in the work of Ethiopian artists. 

The first art institute in Ethiopia, the Addis Ababa Fine Arts School, was founded by Ale Felege Selam in 

1957.  Several Ethiopian artists who had studied and taught in Europe returned to Addis Ababa to teach at 

the school in the 1960s. One of these influential teachers was Gebre Kristos Desta (1932- 81).  Kristos 

Desta included abstracted yet recognizable figures in oil paintings such as Crucifix (fig. 2-42). He was 

 criticized by some Ethiopians for using the styles and themes of European modernism to convey his own 

twentieth century sensibility. Yet styles and themes of foreign art have been adapted to an Ethiopian 

context many times over the centuries, as, for example, in the fourteenth-century painter Fre Siyon's 

elegant reworking of Byzantine styles (see fig. 2-30). 

Kristos Desta was forced to leave Ethiopia after the military takeover of 1974, and he died as a 

refugee in Oklahoma, in the United States. Many of his former associates and students have also fled to 

the United States.  Skunder Boghossian (1937- 2003), a contemporary of el Salahi, had an impact on 

generations of African American artists as a professor at Howard University. Boghossian, whose father 

was of Armenian heritage, left Addis Ababa to study painting in Paris.  His early work was carefully 

crafted, detailed, mesmerizing, and reminiscent of the European art movement known as surrealism. The 

images in the painting illustrated here (fig. 15.7) are personal, inspired by the turbulence the artist  

experienced during an airplane journey across the Atlantic Ocean, rather than relating to Ethiopian artistic 

traditions. After moving to the United States and accepting a teaching position at Howard University in 

1971, Boghossian produced paintings that had looser brushstrokes, and were more abstract. Some of his 

later work was based upon the long strips of parchment used in Ethiopian healing ceremonies (see fig. 2-

34). 

Both these prayer strips, and the calligraphy of Ethiopian manuscripts, have also been also 

sources of imagery for Wosene Kosrof (born 1950), another Ethiopian painter who had fled to the United 

States. The faces, script, and geometric symbols on Ethiopian fans, murals, and prayer strips are translated 

by Kosrof into abstract patterns in bold, beautiful colors (fig. 15-8). Yet not all of the forms are based  

2-42 Crucifix (Golgotha), 1963
Gebre Kristos Desta, Ethiopian artist (1932-81)
Oil on canvas, dimensions unknown
https://www.wikiart.org/en/gebre-kristos-desta

15-7 The Night Flight of Dread and Delight, 1964
Skunder Boghossian, Ethiopian American painter (1937-2003)
Oil on canvas with collage, 56” high
North Carolina Museum of Art  https://learn.ncartmuseum.org/artwork/night-flight-of-dread-and-
delight/
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upon ancient Ethiopian talismans and icons; some refer to objects and ideas Kosrof has encountered 

during his years in the United States.  The title of this painting, for example, is a bit ambiguous, as the 

term “preacher” is rooted in American rather than Ethiopian Christianity.  Other Ethiopian American 

artists who have enriched the American art scene include Elizabeth Tariqua Atnafu (born 1956), a former 

student of Skunder Boghossian, who is an installation artist, and Achameyeleh Debela (born 1947) who 

uses computer-generated imagery to create art in cyberspace as well as photographic prints 

Younger artists with ties to Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan have chosen to explore ideas about their 

ethnic identity and their sexuality, sharing the desire of their American colleagues to transgress cultural 

norms and the expectations of their parents’ generation. An excellent example of an artwork that startles 

or shocks the viewer is a late twentieth century canvas by Ghada Amer (born 1963), who was born in 

Egypt and who moved to France in her childhood. She studied in several prestigious art institutes in 

France and the United States, and now works in New York, the epicenter of the Western art world. Titled 

La Jaune (“The Yellow One”), the luminous surface of the painting is covered with thread (fig. 15.9). 

At first glance, the work appears to be an abstract compositions of fine curving lines. Upon closer 

inspection, however, viewers can see why these artworks received less than an enthusiastic reception from 

conservative Egyptian critics. Some of the colored threads form lines that draw female figures spreading 

their knees or raising their thighs to show their genitalia.  Others hang freely to form a partial veil over 

these highly sexualized images. Understandably, a survey of Egypt’s twentieth century art that was 

written by an Egyptian artist mentions Ghada Amer only in passing as someone who addresses her works 

"to a non-Arab public." Amer questions the ways that societies have regulated women's sexuality and 

women' s sexual pleasure, but her work particularly intrigues viewers who are aware of her Egyptian 

background, and who are curious about the restrictions placed upon women under Islam.  It thus raises 

important questions about the way art from the Nile Valley might be interpreted and appreciated across 

cultures as well as across time. 
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15-8 The Preacher III, 2000
Woses Kosrof, Ethiopian American (b. 1950)
Acrylic on canvas, 111 cm. high
Collection of the National Museum of African Art
https://africa.si.edu/collections/objects/14007/the-preacher-
iii?ctx=8003a8ccd61109f6b724a26fc68b9f85b411d2c5&idx=0

15.9 La Jaune, 1999 
Ghada Amer, Egyptian American artist (b. 1963) Acrylic, 
embroidery thread on canvas, 180 cm high Collection Art Institute 
of Chicago 
https://www.artic.edu/artworks/157155/la-jaune 
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CHAPTER 3:   

THE CENTRAL SUDAN 

MONICA BLACKMUN VISONÀ 

MAPS AND TIMELINE 

South of the Sahara and north of the equatorial forest lies a transitional zone where the desert sands give 

way to fertile grassland. Arab travelers named this semi-arid region the Sahel, meaning “shore”, as 

caravans rested here after crossing the great “sea” of the desert.  It was also known as the Land of the 

Blacks, bilad al-sudan, as its populations had a range of skin tones that were markedly darker than those 

of northern populations, The Arabic term "Sudan" was used by European colonial powers to designate the 

entire band of savannah south of the Sahara, the grasslands that stretch from the Atlantic Ocean in the 

west to the Great Rift Valley of eastern Africa. 

This chapter will focus on the central portion of the Sudanic region, which would extend roughly 

from the southward swing of the Niger River through the present  day nations of  Niger and  Nigeria in 

the west to the Ennendi and Darfur highlands of Chad and Sudan in the east. These geographic markers 

do not reflect ethnic boundaries, however, and there are few cultural, artistic, or linguistic features that 

would clearly mark subdivisions within this enormous area. 

A vast array of art forms has been created in the central Sudanic region by diverse populations 

with varied histories. Researchers have generally categorized these populations by language group, 

though cultural practices cut across linguistic boundaries. One such linguistic group comprises peoples 

who speak Nilo Saharan languages that are distantly related to those of Nubian peoples (see Chapter 2).  

They live in the lands east and south of Lake Chad, the sizeable but shrinking body of water at the heart 

of the central Sudan. While many are nomadic pastoralists, populations such as the Kanuri have built 

fortified cities. Little is known of the art history of these Nilo-Saharan-speaking groups, who are mostly 

Muslim, and who have suffered greatly over the last half century from drought, warfare, and even (in the 

Darfur region) from genocide. Other central Sudanic peoples speak Chadic languages of the Afro-Asiatic 

family, and are thus distantly related to the ancient Egyptians, the Amazigh populations, and the people of 

the Ethiopian highlands (see Chapter 2). Having migrated westward over the millennia, they now live in 

northern Nigeria and southern Niger. Of these Chadicspeaking groups, the Islamic Hausa have attracted 

the most attention from art historians, for their mosques, palaces, manuscripts, regalia, and embroidered 

clothing are spectacular examples of Islamic art. However other Chadic speakers are not Muslims. They 

live interspersed among the earlier inhabitants of this region (who speak either Adamawa or Niger-Benue 

languages of West Africa’s NigerCongo family) and share the art forms of their neighbors. These include 

body arts, metal and ceramic objects, statuary, and masks. Finally, a West Atlantic language of the Niger-

Congo family is spoken by the Fulani people, who have entered the region over the last several centuries, 
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and who are discussed in this chapter even though they are not confined to the Central Sudan. Textiles 

and gourds made by Fulani artists may be purchased by their neighbors, just as the Fulani themselves 

Patronize artists from other groups. 

Despite this linguistic and artistic diversity, the peoples of the central Sudan do share some 

important features. Spiritual leaders wear distinctive dress and display sacred regalia. In the complex 

atmosphere of crosscultural interactions that characterizes the region, personal adornment celebrates 

ethnicity as well as beauty and social rank. Objects used in daily life are given serious aesthetic attention, 

and architectural forms are among the most varied and most impressive in all of Africa. 

ANCIENT ART IN FIRED CLAY 

The ceramic arts of the central Sudan are rooted in regional practices that are thousands of years old.  

Archeological excavations suggest that iron and copper have been smelted, forged, and cast in some areas 

for at least three thousand years. Metallurgy and ceramic technologies in the central Sudan appear to have 

been intertwined, for the oldest figurative sculpture in fired clay has been found in sites where iron was 

produced.  Although there are still enormous gaps in our knowledge of the past, archaeologists have thus 

far unearthed ceramic images from a number of sites in the central Sudan. Together with stray finds and 

looted artifacts, items from archaeological excavations are categorized by terms that include Nok, Sekoto, 

Bura, and Sao. 

Nok and Sokoto 

The oldest of these terracottas, art works in fired clay, were found by chance. During the first half of the 

twentieth century, Nigerians mining for tin uncovered fragments of terracotta figures. Hundreds of pieces 

were unearthed near a small town called Nok, which gave its name to these ceramic sculptures. 

Terracottas in Nok style have subsequently been discovered across central Nigeria, suggesting that such 

figures were made or traded throughout a vast region stretching north of the confluence of the Benue and 

Niger rivers. 

While most of these terracottas are portions of human figures, some pieces of animals (including 

a wonderful head of an elephant) form part of this stylistic group. A head found near the Nigerian town of 

Jemaa is a fine example of these ceramic images (fig. 3-1). Like other fragments, it is hollow, and was 

once part of a full figure. Its overall shape is a simplified geometric form; while this example is ovoid, 

other Nok heads are cylindrical, spherical, or even conical. Smooth round holes pierce the eyes, nostrils, 

and mouth. The straight line of the upper eyelids joins the recessed space for the eyes to form a triangular 

shape, and the ears are placed in unusual positions at the side of the head. 

3-1 Head from a figure
Nok 700 – 400 BC
Fired clay, 8 1/2”
Jemaa, Nigeria
National Museums and Monuments of Nigeria
Photo: Art and Life in Africa https://africa.uima.uiowa.edu/peoples/show/Nok
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We would expect such a work to have been formed by an additive technique, first built up and 

modeled from pliant clay, then fired to hardness. However, the crisp contours and the patterns of the hair, 

eyebrows, and lips suggest that the head was carved with a sharp instrument in a subtractive technique, 

perhaps from clay air-dried to a leather hard stage. This unusual procedure suggests that the artist may 

have been trained as a woodcarver rather than as a potter. 

Few complete Nok figures have been documented by archaeologists, who now believe that the 

terracottas were deliberately broken by their owners. Complete figures, it seems, are invariably forgeries 

composed of unrelated fragments of ancient terracottas that have been glued together, covered with a 

uniform paste made of crushed fragments bound with an adhesive, and then sculpted into a human form.  

Unlike locally made replicas of Nok sculpture, the elaborate products of European forgers distort our 

understanding of Africa’s art history.   

One notable exception is a tiny image found along a river near the town of Bwari (fig. 3-2). 

Unlike other Nok works, it is solid rather than hollow. It is so small that it might have been worn as a 

pendant. Although the surface of this seated or crouched figure is abraded, a broad collar, heavy bracelets 

and anklets, and distinctive chest ornaments are clearly discernible. Such regalia is similar to the 

ornaments depicted many centuries later on heads and figures from a civilization to the south, the Yoruba 

city of Ife (see fig. 8-11), but these similarities may well be coincidental. 

                                                           

Based on preliminary analyses (see Techniques for Dating African Art, chapter 2), Nok images 

were first believed to have been made between about 500 BC and AD 200, a time span that was later 

adjusted to much longer span from about 800 BC to AD 600.  Early research was difficult because 

documented Nok sites had been disturbed by flooding and covered with sediment, their clay images 

shifted from their original resting places. We thus knew little about how or why they were first deposited. 

Furthermore, much contextual information was lost forever at the sites of clandestine digging that began 

in Nigeria in the 1990s (see Illicit Trade in Archaeological Artifacts, below). A sustained archaeological 

investigation of central Nigeria, led by German and Nigerian scholars, has thus provided vital information 

on Nok terracottas and the iron-making culture that produced them.  We now know that the figures of  

fired clay were made during the central phase of Nok culture, between 700 and 400 BC, and that they 

appear to have been deposited away from dwellings in spaces that were either set aside for burials or other 

3-2 Solid figure wearing beads
Nok, 700 - 400 BC
Fired clay, 4 1/8”
Bwari, Nigeria
National Museums and Monuments of Nigeria
Photo:  Art and Life in Africa
https://africa.uima.uiowa.edu/peoples/show/Nok

The proportions of this small Nok figure are 
quite different from those used by the 
Egyptians and Nubians discussed in chapter 2, 
for the head is large in scale compared with the 
rest of the body. Many twentieth-century 
African artists, particularly those who lived in 
the forest regions of West Africa, emphasized 
the spiritual importance of the human head in 
this way. 
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ceremonies. There was considerable variation in the terracottas, and the size of some of the fragments 

suggest that when they were complete, the figures might have been larger than lifesize. 

The Illicit Trade in Archaeological Artifacts 

Objects looted from archaeological sites in Africa have a fascinating history, including events and 

relationships that may be quite recent. To look at some of the issues involved in their histories, imagine 

the following hypothetical scenes: 

July, 1990: A collector holds her newly acquired possession. She is sure that this rare and precious piece 

is approximately two thousand years old because she has submitted it to a laboratory that conducts 

thermoluminescent dating (see Techniques for Dating African Art). She needs or wants no more 

information about this mysterious object, which speaks to her in a universal language. She is convinced of 

its authenticity by the beauty of its form. Of course, the object was expensive, but she is accustomed to 

paying large amounts of money for the art she loves. In fact, she would be happy to sponsor an 

archaeological dig in order to obtain a treasure such as this. 

June, 1990: A gallery owner wavers before placing the terracotta back on his shelf. He will not donate it 

to the national museum along with other ancient works because there is something a little "off" about the 

piece.  Instead, he will sell it.  He is convinced that the international laws and conventions prohibiting the 

selling of antiquities are simply foolish - if he doesn't buy the pieces someone else will. He would prefer 

to purchase the works legally, but there is no provision in the laws to do so.  The museum curator who is 

accepting the gallery owner's donation is too sophisticated to believe that the documents the gallery owner 

has provided for the pieces are real- everyone knows that the works were obtained illegally- but the 

curator is also too sophisticated to allow scruples to stand in the way of such a major acquisition . He too, 

like the collector, would be more than willing to finance an archaeological excavation in order to obtain a 

few fabulous pieces. In fact, the Egyptian pieces in his museum were all obtained through the legal digs it 

sponsored in the early twentieth century. 

May, 1990: A trader packs his suitcase very carefully, making sure that his merchandise is not damaged 

in transit. A devout Muslim, he considers the clay objects in his luggage to be pagan idols. uncomfortable 

reminders of his ancestors' lack of faith. He is pleased that he can remove them from his homeland. 

April, 1990: An official working for an African government signs a document in exchange for a large sum 

of money. It will allow a trader to remove twenty objects from an archaeological site. The official knows 

that the laws of his nation prohibit antiquities from leaving the country, but he also knows that his 
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superiors are taking even larger "commissions" from other merchants. The official sees the archaeological 

treasures of his land as a resource to be exploited, and he resents attempts by outsiders to meddle in his 

affairs. 

March, 1990: An archaeologist stands at an artificial mound, looking down at the holes dug by local men, 

women, and children. Without funding, and without the support of local authorities, she will never be able 

to salvage information from the site. Unless the site can be scientifically excavated, no one will know 

why these objects were buried, or how they were used, or anything at all about the ancient culture which 

produced them. An entire heritage is disappearing, and she is powerless to stop the process. She wishes 

that private or public funds could allow her to train locals to excavate properly, and that communities in 

the region could see the work of their ancestors in their own local museums. 

February, 1990: A sculptor living in a town near the archaeological site holds a clay object in his hand. 

He has learned, by studying archaeological finds he has purchased from local farmers, and through 

discussions with friends living in France, what expressions and what styles a foreign buyer will expect to 

find in an ancient work. The sculptor remembers how his mother laughed when he asked her to teach him 

how to work in clay - the men of his family had always cast iron or carved wood while the production of 

ceramics was overseen by women. But now he is a master. His friend the trader cannot distinguish 

between the figures the sculptor has bought at the site, and the figures he has made to replicate them. And 

while traders are breaking national and international laws when they sell genuine archaeological objects, 

the sale of a newly made "antiquity" is completely legal. 

January, 1990: A group of boys works swiftly, digging into the mound they found a day's walk from 

their village. They are glad to be on the surface - some of their friends died when a tunnel they had 

excavated collapsed and smothered them. One boy hears a sharp crack, and he realizes that his hoe has 

shattered yet another ceramic figure. He is disappointed, for he could have sold a partial head to the trader 

for enough money to feed his family for several months, and his brothers and sisters are always hungry. 

However, even the smallest fragments will be worth a bit of cash. Unbeknownst to the boy, these broken 

pieces will allow a European laboratory to create sophisticated forgeries. Unlike the replicas produced 

locally, the European forgeries will provide "legitimately" old thermoluminescence dates. MBV 

Merchants claim that large numbers of terracotta figures from slightly later eras have been looted 

from undisclosed locations in northwestern Nigeria, including sites somewhat near the cites of Katsina 

and Sokoto. Carbon-14 and thermoluminescence (or TL) dates for these ancient works from Nigeria’s 

northwest are currently in dispute (see Techniques for Dating African Art), but they suggest that some 

works may have been fired over two thousand years ago - and were thus were made only a few centuries 
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after the Nok pieces. Terracotta heads and partial figures in the style associated with the Sokoto region are 

generally larger than lifesize and share some of the features (pierced eyes, smoothed surfaces, crisp 

details) found on Nok heads.  However, the distinctive overhanding eyebrows of the Sokoto heads, which 

meet above the nose and slope downwards towards the ears, clearly identify surviving fragments as either 

originating in the Sokoto region, or as replicas of these illicitly excavated archaeological finds (fig. 3-3).  

Most are bearded, but some have breasts and appear to be female.  Evidently many of the figures 

originally had arms, which were attached to the cylindrical chest.  The best-preserved examples (or 

locally made replicas) are half-figures that end mid-torso.  

Terracottas said to come from sites in a region near Katsina, which are directly north of the area 

where Nok archaeological finds originated, are also believed to be about two thousand years old.  While 

their style seems to be somewhat more diverse that then Nok or Sokoto examples, their proportions are 

generally more slender.  One example appears to sit on a cylindrical base (fig. 3-4).  

The Bura region of Niger lies to the northwest of the Nok area and west of Sekoto, not far from the Niger 

River. Terracotta sculptures there were first discovered by a hunter who noticed two figures protruding 

from a sandbank. His find launched an archaeological campaign by the University of Niamey, which 

located many more ceramic works in a large cemetery at a site known as Asinda-Sika. The burial ground 

was used between AD 200 and 1000; the earliest Bura ceramic figures and the works from northwest 

Nigeria could thus have all been made during the same period of time. 

Over six hundred ceramic vessels were found at Asinda-Sika. Each rested on its open mouth, as if 

placed upside-down, and most contained an iron arrowhead together with teeth and other portions of 

human skulls, suggesting that the vessels were spiritually empowered by the presence of ancestral relics, 

trophy heads, or sacrificed captives. In the ground beneath each funerary vessel, a man or a woman was 

buried. Some hemispherical pots had been given facial features. Others were surmounted by a cylindrical 

3-3 Fragment of a partial figure
Sokoto style, 500 BC – AD 200?
Fired clay, glaze, 23”
Northwest Nigeria
Yale University Art Gallery
Photo: https://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/145209

3-4 Figure on a cylindrical base
Katsina style, 200 BC – AD 200?
Fired clay, 26 ½”
Northwest Nigeria
Yale University Art Gallery
Photo: https://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/145170
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neck and a flattened head, so that the body of the vessel evoked the body of a figure. Ovoid jars formed 

bases for heads or for halffigures, while tall cylindrical vessels served as pedestals for full figures, many 

of which depicted horsemen.  Unlike the Nok terracottas, which have been found at numerous sites but 

share a common style, the Bura terracottas come from a single site but display an astonishing stylistic 

variety. Since it has not yet been possible to date individual works and establish a chronology, we do not 

know whether differences in style and artistic quality reflect changes over time. 

The bold geometric abstraction of one Bura style can be seen in the fragments of a horse and rider 

(fig. 3- 5). The man's head is almost rectangular. Vertical lines mark the sides of his face and the concave  

curve of his forehead. The raised oval eyes of both horse and human are punctured by slits, like the 

underside of a cowrie shell or a coffee bean. Long, tubular sections form the arms and torso of the rider 

and the head of the marvelous horse. Textured bands cross the rider's chest and depict the horse's bridle. 

The series of rings on the rider's forearm is an accurate depiction of a heavy iron bracelet found on a male 

skeleton buried at Asinda-Sika. 

A second Bura style is seen in a half-figure broken from a round vessel (fig. 3-6). Although the 

smooth limbs, cylindrical torso, and long neck are seen seen on the equestrian figure, the head is spherical 

rather than rectangular. The round volumes of the face are emphasized by circular ears, eyes, and mouths.  

After the Bura sites were abandoned, several centuries were to pass before the Hausa and the 

Songhai established centralized states in this region. While written sources exist to chronicle the history 

of the area after the rulers of these states converted to Islam, archaeology has given us our only record of 

the pre-Islamic peoples who once lived along this stretch of the Niger. Archaeological sites such as Bura 

Asinda Sika thus provide future generations with valuable insights into the past. 

3-5 Fragments of horse and rider
Bura -Asinda Sika, Niger, AD 300 - 1100
Terracootta, 24 ½”
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/s
earch/736505?&exhibitionId=%7b866de01c
-4752-40bf-aa98-
7f97e219e50d%7d&oid=736505&pkgids=6
02&pg=0&rpp=20&pos=5&ft=*&offset=20
Institut de Recherches en Sciences
Humaines, Université Abdou Moumouni de
Niamey, Niger Photo:  Maurice Ascani,
www.photographe-niger.com

Institut de Recherches en Sciences 
Humaines, Université Abdou Moumouni de 
Niamey, Niger

Pottery found in Bura habitation sites was made 
from the same type of clay as funerary terracottas 
and is similarly ornamented, suggesting that both 
types of ceramic works were made by potters.  Since 
the production of household pottery in the central 
Sudan is usually the domain of women, art historians 
believe that all of the Bura works (and possibly all of 
these ancient terracottas) were made by female 
artists.  

3-6 Partial figure from a grave
Bura -Asinda Sika, Niger, AD 300 - 1100
Terracootta, 12”
Bura-Asinda-Sikka, AD 300 - 1100
Terracotta, 12” tall
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/736504
Institut de Recherches en Sciences Humaines, Université Abdou Moumouni de Niamey, Niger
Photo:  Maurice Ascani, www.photographe-niger.com

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 95

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/736505?&exhibitionId=%7b866de01c-4752-40bf-aa98-7f97e219e50d%7d&oid=736505&pkgids=602&pg=0&rpp=20&pos=5&ft=*&offset=20
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/736505?&exhibitionId=%7b866de01c-4752-40bf-aa98-7f97e219e50d%7d&oid=736505&pkgids=602&pg=0&rpp=20&pos=5&ft=*&offset=20
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/736505?&exhibitionId=%7b866de01c-4752-40bf-aa98-7f97e219e50d%7d&oid=736505&pkgids=602&pg=0&rpp=20&pos=5&ft=*&offset=20
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/736505?&exhibitionId=%7b866de01c-4752-40bf-aa98-7f97e219e50d%7d&oid=736505&pkgids=602&pg=0&rpp=20&pos=5&ft=*&offset=20
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/736505?&exhibitionId=%7b866de01c-4752-40bf-aa98-7f97e219e50d%7d&oid=736505&pkgids=602&pg=0&rpp=20&pos=5&ft=*&offset=20
http://www.photographe-niger.com/
http://www.photographe-niger.com/


Sao 

Yet another terracotta tradition arose far to the east of Sekoto and Katsina, in the floodplains directly 

south of Lake Chad.   Today the region is divided between northeastern Nigeria, northern Cameroon, and 

southwestern Chad. Here ceramic figures and other terracotta objects have been found in mounds. These 

low hills, enlarged by the remains of human habitation, rise above the surrounding plains, which are 

flooded during the rainy season. Some are still surmounted by towns and villages, but many are no longer 

inhabited. 

Especially large mounds along the Logone River support the walled cities of the Kotoko, one of 

the many Muslim states in the region that absorbed varied local populations. French ethnographers who 

visited the Kotoko during the 1930s searched for insights into pre-Islamic cultures, and as inhabitants of 

the region refered to any pre-Islamic population (including a mythical race of giants) as sao, this was the 

name they gave to objects they unearthed in these mounds.  Unfortunately, the French excavators had no 

training in archaeology, and dug up objects without observing or recording the subtle clues that establish 

contexts and dates for buried materials. Since the 1960s, more scientific excavations have established 

historical sequences for mounds in Chad, Cameroon, and Nigeria, but relatively few metal or ceramic 

figures have been found at these new sites. A ceramic figure from Daima, in northern Nigeria, and a 

ceramic head from Messo, in southern Chad, have both been dated to the tenth century AD. 

Like all of the Sao terracottas unearthed by French ethnologists, the complete figure illustrated 

here was originally dated by guesswork to the fourteenth or fifteenth century (fig. 3-7). However, the  

archaeological data from Daima and Messo suggest that it could have been fired as early as AD 1000, and 

that dating is evidently supported by analyses that assign this example to between AD 700 and 1000.  We 

know little about the function of the piece, which was found in Tago, an abandoned mound in 

southwestern Chad that is just north of the capital, Njaména. The highly stylized figure, together with two 

others, was surrounded by a cluster of hundreds of ceramic fragments. All three of the central images had 

been placed in the sherds of a funerary vessel, one of the large ovoid ceramic containers in which the 

inhabitants of the region once buried their dead. 

Sao sculptures such as this are distinctive because of their upturned heads, which appear to be 

facing skyward, and the deep groove of the mouth, which is wider than the rest of the head.  Their arms, 

ending in curves that seem to be notched with fingers, are thrust out in front of the torso.  As is the case of 

3-7 Figure from a deposit
Sao culture, 700 - 1000
Terracotta. 35 cm.
Tago, Chad
Musee Quai Branly, http://www.quaibranly.fr/fr/explorer-les-
collections/base/Work/action/show/notice/232891-statuette-anthropomorphe/page/2/
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the Sokoto terracottas, these partial figures do not continue below the waist. The bands of marks that 

cross their chests recall those of some Bura terracottas. Yet what is most striking about the Sao sculptures 

is their abstraction.  The heads differ so radically from those of normal humans that observers believe that 

they might represent masqueraders, or supernatural beings, rather than people. 

While ceramic figures are apparently no longer used in ceremonial contexts by the present 

occupants of the raised mounds south of Lake Chad, in the twentieth century the Kotoko identified some 

geometric clay objects found by excavators as offerings to supernatural forces. Today only Kotoko 

children form figures of people and animals, asking a sympathetic potter to fire their clay toys as she fires 

her pots.   

TWENTIETH CENTURY ARTS OF SMALL COMMUNITIES 

As communities such as the Kotoko converted to Islam, they abandoned the use of  clay figures in 

ceremonial contexts.  Similar shifts have occurred more recently as populations in the Central Sudan have 

adopted Christianity, or have simply sought become more modern and more cosmopolitan.  However, 

vessels, figures, and other objects of fired clay were still very important in the lives of many rural peoples 

in the central Sudan in the late twentieth century. Ceramic arts were studied by visiting researchers in 

conjunction with architecture, body arts, and sculptural works in other media. Yet just as the 

archaeological record for the central Sudan is still incomplete, there are important gaps in our knowledge 

of its twentieth- and even twenty-first-century art forms. The accounts of the arts of various peoples 

discussed here are drawn from scholarly studies, but little has been written about the traditions of many of 

the other small art-producing groups in this region. 

The Gongola River Region 

The complex contexts for twentieth century ceramic arts is particularly well documented for communities 

who live in the hills above the Gongola River, a tributary of the Benue River in northeastern Nigeria.  The 

town of Jemaa, where a Nok head was first identified as an antiquity (fig. 3-1), is less than one hundred 

miles from the headwaters of the Gongola, and iron-making is an ancient technology in this region.  It is 

also an area of Africa where many diverse populations have come in contact with each other, as the 

languages spoken in this area of northeastern Nigeria represent three of the world’s major linguistic 

families – the Afro-Asiatic, Nilo-Saharan, and Niger-Benue languages.  Scholars even believe that the 

homeland of the first speakers of Bantu languages may be somewhere in this area.  The arts of these 

small, decentralized populations once addressed spiritual beliefs which were as varied as their histories.  

The Ga'anda, who live along the Gongola River area and speak a Chadic (Afro-Asiatic) language, 

used fired clay vessels to give supernatural beings a tangible presence. Several generations ago, a 

particularly important spirit guardian named Mbirhlengnda was hosted in meticulously ornamented 

containers of fired clay (fig. 3-9).  Mbirhlengnda was honored by individual families and the vessel where 
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the spirit resided was usually surrounded by other sacred containers for associated supernatural beings. 

Elders offered the vessel libations of millet beer during ceremonies connected with rainmaking and 

agricultural fertility. This particular example was photographed in the 1980s, when it was enshrined in the 

cleft of a rock on a hill.  At that time, Mbirhlengnda was said to oversee the community below, protecting 

it from the destructive powers caused by high winds.  The hillside shrine was abandoned at the end of the 

twentieth century, and the vessel was sold; it eventually made its way to a museum. 

The ceramic vessel is both a pot and an anthropomorphic being. The spherical shape that forms 

the "body" of the figure shares the profile of pots made by Ga' anda women for household use, but here 

the vessel's spout functions as the projecting mouth of the spirit's head. Tiny bent arms are attached to the 

smooth surface, and delicately textured ridges run vertically along the torso. Small round pellets fill an 

area that drapes over the head, neck, and shoulders and marks the line of the jaw. All these surface 

decorations had symbolic meaning. The bumps were probably an allusion to the skin diseases 

Mbirhlengnda unleashed to punish wrongdoers. Howeve1 the vertical ridges also refered to the Ga'anda 

practice of marking the skin of girls and young women with tiny raised keloids to celebrate their sexual 

maturity.  These marks indicated that a girl has achieved responsible adulthood, and their depiction here 

suggests that spirit vessels were likewise thought to be human. 

Another ceramic vessel from the same region was made by Ngaji, an artist of the Cham or  

Mwana people (fig. 3-8).  Both Ngaji, and the artist who created the vessel for Mbirthlengenda, were 

men, even though most ceramic artists of the region were men – a reminder of the variety of artistic 

practices in central Sudan. This type of vessel, called jina kwimtiyu, and was used to trap the illness or 

disability of a petitioner, allowing the patient to heal.  It might also have contained medicinal substances.  

However, the presence of a supernatural being, rather than any physical substance, was responsible for the 

medical intervention.  The startling expression on the attached head suggests the urgency of the patient’s 

3-8 Mbirthlengenda
Ga’anda artist of the Hurgabun family, before 1980
Fired clay
Fowler Museum X2008.32.1
https://www.fowler.ucla.edu/product/x2008-32-1-spirit-vessel/

Vessel for healing practices (jina kwimtiyu)  
Fired clay, 22.5 cm. 
Ngaji, Cham/Mwana artist, Nigeria 
Before 1980 
Fowler Museum X86.4690 
https://www.fowler.ucla.edu/product/x86-4690-healing-vessel-jina-kwimtiyu/ 
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need for assistance.  The suggestion of female genitals in the center of the front of the vessel may have 

been linked to the identity of the patient or the spirit.  

The documentation available for the Gongola River region and other Nigerian and Cameroonian 

sites in the central Sudan reveals that ceramics were used to protect the topmost point of thatched roofs, 

as memorials for graves, as containers for the bones of the deceased, and for a host of religious contents.  

Yet sacred ceramics share motifs and underlying meanings with other art forms, including objects of iron 

and brass, domestic pottery, ornamented gourds, basketry, architecture, and body arts. 

Perhaps the most dramatic art form in the region was the mobile, tactile art of a form of cosmetic 

surgery which outsiders term scarification. For several generations, clothing has been able to hide such 

marks of beauty, with their affirmation of identity, especially after national governments outlawed this 

form of body art. However, women once left visible much of their sculpted skin. Among the Ga' anda, 

these marks were called hleeta. A complete set of markings was formed of hundreds of tiny cuts in the 

skin, small wounds that healed to produce carefully spaced raised marks of identical size and shape. Lines 

of marks form single, double, or triple outlines for geometric shapes. Hleeta was created in several stages 

during a girl's lengthy betrothal to her first husband, and there was a direct correlation between the 

sequence of hleeta patterns appearing on a girl's body and the number of gifts given to her family by the 

groom.  

Photographs of such overall patterns are rare.  However, some photographic portraits of men and 

women with expertly cut facial markings can give us a sense of the textures and patterns an artist could 

create on human skin.  One such portrait, taken in 1959 by an American photographer, documents the 

delicate grooves carved into the face of a Jawara woman, who lived near the Nigerian town of Jos (fig. 3-

11).  Unfortunately, we do not know whether these patterns identified her as a member of her community, 

or whether they honored her status as a married woman.  She also wears discreet plugs in her earlobes and 

upper lip, items of adornment found in much of the central Sudan and other regions of the Sahel   

Design motifs that appeared on a person’s skin were also burned, impressed, or carved into the 

calabashes, or dried gourds, which were usually owned by the women in a family. Such gourds, whose 

outer rinds have been scraped, dried, and prepared for use as containers, are used by many peoples in 

Africa. However, they have been the focus of particularly dramatic attention in the Gongola River region. 

Broad lines pressed into the surface of the gourds (a technique known as pressure engraving) are formed 

of numerous fine dark marks, just as the lines of the Jawara woman’s facial patterns were made of tiny 

3-11 Jawara woman with finely executed scarification
Jos, Nigeria, 1959
Photograph by Eliot Elisofon
https://collections.si.edu/search/detail/ead_component:sova-eepa-1973-001-
ref18739?q=Nigeria&fq=data_source%3A%22Eliot+Elisofon+Photographic+Archives%2C+National
+Museum+of+African+Art%22&fq=place%3A%22Nigeria%22&fq=online_media_type%3A%22Ima
ges%22&fq=topic%3A%22Portraits%22&record=72&hlterm=Nigeria&inline=true 

3-12 Engraved gourd
Jumai Pitiri Gulcoss, Tera artist, Nigeria, before 1980
24 cm. in diameter
Fowler Museum, UCLA, https://www.fowler.ucla.edu/product/x83-687-bowl/
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lines.  A pressure-engraved calabash made by a Tera woman named Jumai Pitiri Gulcross (fig. 3-12) 

illustrates the ways such geometric blocks of designs, perhaps added in stages on a woman’s body, form a 

vibrant overall pattern on the curved surface of a prepared calabash.   

The Musgum and the Logone River 

The domestic architecture of the central Sudan is among the most spectacular in Africa, and detailed 

studies have been made of the multi-storied homesteads of the Batammaliba people of northern Togo and 

the Republic of Benin. Architects have also surveyed the varied forms of family compounds built in the 

highlands of northern Cameroon.  Yet perhaps the best known of all the adobe architectural works from 

this vast region are those built from compressed, sun-dried mud by the Musgum, who live in the 

floodplain of the Logone River along the modern border between Chad and Cameroon. During the early 

twentieth century, visitors to Musgum communities on the Logone River photographed and sketched the 

tall curved structures that rose above the low walls surrounding each household (fig. 3-13).  

3-13 Family compound with
tolek
Musgum builders, Cameroon
Adobe
1911 photo: Wikimedia
Commons:
https://commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/File:Musgum_farm
stead.jpg

In most rural communities of the central Sudan, 
families do not live in a single structure formed 
of many rooms but in a cluster of separate units 
encircled by a wall or fence. Each unit is a 
distinct building, often a single room, which is 
the property of an adult man or woman and may 
be abandoned when its owner dies. Women 
may share their housing unit with unmarried 
children and relatives. The individual buildings 
of a Musgum compound were of two basic 

Raised patterns covering the surfa ce of each dwelling, which varietypes: larged from house, domed dwehold to housellings divided intohol d, served 

cooking and sleeping areas, and smaller, 
ut wersmoother granare obviousies

to channel rainwater and to provide toeholds for repair work, b ly chosen for their 

aesthetic impact as well. The walls of the pointed domed structures were thin but strong. The interior 

walls were also ornamented with reliefs.  Almost all shelves, storage units, beds, and interior divisions 

were modelled of clay, and they merged with the walls. At the end of the twentieth century, foreign 

visitors encouraged Musgum architects to revive past technologies.  Their convincing replicas of these 

ancestral buildings now attract tourists to the Musgum town of Pouss, in the Logone River valley. 

The iron weapons of the peoples who live south of Lake Chad have also impressed outside 

observers. The curved blades forged by blacksmiths in many of the populations who now live in the 

nations of Chad and Central African Republic are described as "throwing knives," for they can be hurtled 

sideways to slice through a target, or tossed into the air like a baton. Throwing knives vary in form, 

reflecting ethnic affiliation, individual workshops, intended use, and the social rank of the original owner 

(fig. 3-14). Warriors of the Musgum, the Sara, and other peoples of the region once kept these graceful 
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and dangerous blades in leather cases strapped to their backs, or attached to their long woven shields. 

Although throwing knives are rarely made in the central Sudan today, iron weapons may still be carried or 

worn in ceremonial contexts, particularly by officials in the Muslim emirates (such as Bagirmi) that 

formed centuries ago. Similarly abstracted forms of iron, however, were not meant to be thrown during 

battles, but to be carried or exchanged as prestige items, or even as currency.  Other iron knives once 

received sacrificial offerings or were said to cause lightning storms. Some had associations with female 

ancestors, and (as among the Ga' anda and Sara) may still be carried by female dancers.  

The Jukun of the Middle Benue River 

Apart from sacred ceramic vessels, few figurative images have been recorded in lands along the Logone 

River, the Mandara Mountains, or the Gongola River. Farther south, as the Benue River flows southward 

into Nigeria, wooden figures and a variety of masquerades appear, along with arts in metal and clay. As a 

corridor for migrations, the Benue River valley has facilitated the movement of peoples and art forms. 

Varied populations live between the Benue River of Nigeria and the highlands known as the Adamawa 

Plateau, which stretches across central Cameroon and into western Nigeria. The artforms of the Jukun, the 

Chamba, the Mumuye, and the Mambila have been most fully studied. All four groups speak Niger-

Congo languages.   

The Jukun have a history of political authority in the middle Benue region, and they share 

artworks with former allies and vassals on both sides of the Benue River; cloth produced in the Jukun 

capital, Wukari, is exported to kingdoms in Cameroon. The divine kings of the Jukun are rainmakers 

charged with responsibility for agricultural and human fertility. Their brass regalia recalls the staffs and 

swords of many neighboring groups and appears to be part of a corpus of sacred metallic arts found 

throughout the Benue River region.  A ceremonial axe purchased from a Tiv owner illustrates the cross- 

cultural interactions characteristic of Jukun arts (fig.  3-15). With a handle made entirely of brass (a   

3-14 Throwing knives
Bagirmi, Chad, before 1911
Iron
British Museum
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/E_Af1911-1214-72

3-15 Ceremonial axe
Abakwaraga artist, Jukum or Tiv owner, before 1960
Brass and iron
Fowler Museum, UCLA
Photo:  https://africa.si.edu/exhibits/benue/lower.html
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copper alloy), and a blade of iron, this ceremonial object was probably cast and forged by metalsmiths 

known as the Abakwariga, who are of Hausa heritage and have workshops in the Jukun capital.  Yet 

because this axe comes from a Tiv community, it was probably used in a Tiv healing dance led by 

Abakwariga women, who were possessed by spirits known as bori in other Hausa communities.  At the 

same time, the crest on the anthropomorphic brass head resembles those appearing on figures and masks 

of the Jukun and their neighbors to the north, known as the Chamba, and may be a conscious reference to 

the religious traditions that produced masquerades.  

The Chamba of the Nigeria-Cameroon borderlands   

Like the Jukun, some Chamba groups have kings whose authority is mainly religious. These Chamba 

kings are assisted by royal women who serve as queens, and by members of their matriclans. Leaders of 

royal matriclans are sometimes the sponsors of a masquerade, known by many names, that incorporates 

powers of the ancestral dead and of the wilderness.  

The masquerade is still danced with a wooden mask that covers the top of the dancer's head like a 

helmet (fig. 3-16). From the hemispherical helmet a muzzle projects forward and horns project backward  

in a single horizontal plane. The dome at the center of this Chamba mask is related to death, for it is said 

to be like a skull, an ancestral relic taken from the grave of an elder. Other features are related to the 

wilderness: the open jaws are the jaws of the crocodile, the horns those of the forest buffalo.  Painted red 

(the color of the blood of the hunt and of men), black (the color of night, witches, and women), or both 

red and black, the mask is linked to dangerous forces. The masquerader is hidden under a thick costume 

of plant fiber, some of which is still attached to this example from the early twentieth century. 

Royal matriclans claim descent from a forest buffalo that had been transformed into a beautiful 

woman, and in some way the Chamba queen is understood as her incarnation. In at least one Chamba 

region, the masquerade refers to this buffalo ancestor. For example, the king plays a crucial role in crop 

fertility, and the royal masquerader appears during planting ceremonies to assist its royal offspring in this 

important task. When the masquerader leaves the community to return to the river, it is understood to be 

returning to the site where the forest buffalo ancestor was seized by her husband.   

Chamba boys learn the human identity of the masquerader when they are initiated, in ceremonies 

that include circumcision. The legend of the royal matriclan's origin teaches them that a man animates the 

wild, deathmasked creature just as a woman had been hidden under the skin of a forest buffalo. The boys 

also learn that the royal ancestor killed her husband when he shared his knowledge of her true identity, 

3-16 Buffalo masquerade
costume
Chamba artist, before 1922
Wood, raffia
Nigeria
British Museum:
https://www.britishmuseum.org
/collection/object/E_Af1922-
0610-1

The mask that forms the center of this Chamba masquerade is an 
example of a “horizontal helmet mask”, sharing the features of 
masks that appear from Mali (where they are worn by Bamana 
blacksmiths and bards) and Ivory Coast (where they are the most 
powerful of Senufo masks) to Ghana to central Nigeria.  The 
Chamba may be the easternmost of the populations that wear this 
distinctive artform, which ties them to ancient traditions that 
invoke the powers of wild beasts.    
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and that therefore they should never reveal the secret of the masquerade. The masquerade appears at 

public funerals of elders and royals as well as during agricultural ceremonies. It thus presides at crucial 

times of transition in the life of the community. In fact, the masquerade dances when the world of the 

wilderness and the world of the dead merge with our own. 

Other powerful objects are owned by Chamba clan organizations referred to as Jup or Voma, and 

are linked to their secret knowledge of remedies for illnesses and misfortunes. Among these highly 

charged works may be ceramics, brass figurines, musical instruments, and wooden figures. All are kept 

hidden in a bundle or under a large pot. The unseen presence of this sacred material transforms the pot or 

bundle into an altar, a place of contact between the natural and supernatural worlds. 

A wooden image of a joined couple may once have belonged to one of the Chamba clan 

organizations that uses statues rubbed with ochre to battle adultery and its corrosive effects on the  

community (fig. 2-1).  Although no data accompanied the object when it left Nigeria, its style suggest 

that it was carved by a Chamba sculptor named Soompa around 1920.  His composition joins a male and 

female form as one being, implying that a husband and wife should act a single unit. The sculpture's high 

degree of abstraction avoided any direct link with particular human beings, and Soompa thus encouraged 

members of the group to reflect upon ideas about relationships between men and women generally in 

Chamba society. 

The statue's combination of curved and flat planes effectively evokes human forms without 

actually transcribing them. Facial features are reduced to semi-circular ears, small bumps for noses, and 

small hollows for mouths. Sexual attributes are simplified but easily recognizable. Arms spring from the 

front of the body rather than the sides. Shoulders, elbows, and wrists mark the junctures of diagonal lines, 

and the arms and hands curve gently as if to encircle the cylindrical torsos. Such interplay between 

"zigzag" limbs and long narrow bodies appears in compelling variations in the religious sculpture of 

several neighboring groups in the region. 

The Mumuye of the Upper Benue River 

The Mumuye peoples, the northern neighbors of the Chamba, also displayed sculpture in a variety of 

contexts during the twentieth century. Mumuye wooden images were associated with elders, rainmakers, 

diviners, and other religious leaders. Like Chamba sculpture, Mumuye figures are highly abstracted, 

3-17 Double figure, probably for Jp or Voma
Soompa, Chamba sculptor, c. 1950
Wood, pigment, c. 21”
Nigeria
Virginia Museum of Art
https://www.vmfa.museum/piction/6027262-
109429422/

Sagital crests, the central ridges appearing on the 
heads of the ceramic and wooden figures as well as 
the masks of many peoples of the central Sudan, 
often represent specific hairstyles. Yet these 
prominent extensions may also be references to 
supernatural authority. 
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perhaps in part because they invoke forms of human and supernatural authority. A particularly powerful 

Mumuye statue is formed of long fluid shapes (fig. 3- 18). Springing from an abbreviated base of legs and 

hips, the slender torso is framed by arms that curve downward, backward, then forward from the smooth 

arch of the shoulders and neck. The head is a double crested abstract helmet with angular extensions, 

whose sharp front edge repeats the overhanging curve of the shoulders. 

Mamuye artworks were often guided by a protective spirit known as Va, and several masquerades 

were known as Vabo. Vabo masks might have been carved for a newly trained age-grade that had 

demonstrated its prowess and was considered worthy of owning the masquerade and keeping its secrets. 

Yet Vabo's most important manifestation occurred during men's funerals such as the one photographed in 

1969 (figure 3-19). During these ceremonies, Vabo masqueraders and their attendants gather ceramic  

vessels from the homes of all the men who have died during the year. Each spherical pot, whose finial is a 

miniature version of the forest buffalo mask, has sheltered the soul of the deceased since his death. After 

carrying the pots to a sacred area, the dancers remove their masks and, as humans rather than spirits, 

smash the pottery to release the souls. Women organize similar ceremonies for deceased female elders. 

Identified with the forest buffalo, these horizontal helmet masks have a large, cylindrical muzzle, a central 

dividing ridge bisecting the rounded forehead, and upward-curving horns. Although not visible in a black 

and white photograph, color defines and emphasizes features such as the circular eyes of the mask. 

As other Vabo masquerades punish antisocial behavior and chase away criminals, individual 

names given to each male Vabo mask underscore its aggressive qualities. Yet there is also an element of 

playful banter and male solidarity in some Vabo performances.  A "wife" or female counterpart to 

Vabo may appear with the principal masquerader, acting out feminine roles in a humorous way. 

Sometimes these companions take the form of a carved pole set up in the center of the community as a 

hanger for the masquerader's long fiber dress.  The Mumuye, like the Chamba, bring dangerous animals 

from the wilderness into the community, especially during funerals. Further variations of the form and 

3-18 Figure
Mumuye sculptor, before 1980
Wood, 37”
Nigeria
Metropolitan Museum of Art 1983.189
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/314606

3-19 Vabo masquerades with ceramic vessels at a funeral
Mumuye performers, 1969
Nigeria
Photograph by Arnold Rubin: https://www.fowler.ucla.edu/exhibitions/benue/middle-benue/
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meaning of horizontal helmet masks in this region may be seen in the art of the Mambila people, who live 

southeast of the Chamba. 

The Mambila of the Nigeria/ Cameroon Borderlands 

Mambila art centers upon an association called Suaga, or Nsua-Ndua. Unlike the Jup or Voma of the 

Chamba, Suaga is not primarily concerned with the illness and psychic healing of an individual, but with 

justice and supernatural cleansing within the community. Training in Suaga allows elders to extract 

powerful oaths from disputants, who know that they will receive supernatural punishment if they break 

(or have broken) their promises. Suaga may also protect a homestead or a community by spiritually 

"burying it," and placing it out of harm's way. 

Every year or two, Suaga masquerades are performed in sequence, starting from a central town or 

village.  Groups of boys are initiated into Suaga as it arrives in their community. When the masqueraders 

appear, women and young children retire, for women dressed in rags and vegetation present their own 

version of the masquerade at a different time and place.   

Male masqueraders wear knitted or knotted fiber costumes of solid black or colored patterns. 

Masks with wide mouths, protruding eyes, and upright ears were formerly worn, although they have 

become quite rare today. The example illustrated here resembles Mumuye Vabo masks in its colors and 

proportions, though the curved planes of its surfaces are more exaggerated (fig. 3-21). The round eyes  

marked by concentric circles seem to burst from their sockets, while the flared jaws open in a gaping grin. 

The costumes, musical instruments, masks, and figures used in Suaga ceremonies may be stored in small 

granary-like buildings in the homesteads of their clan or family owners. The front walls of these 

storehouses were once covered by a painted wooden board. A net holding three-dimensional objects also 

protected and proclaimed the sacred power of the objects within. A painted wooden figure known as a 

tadep came from one of these storehouses (fig. 3 - 22). Just as the limbs of Chamba and Mumuye figures 

3-21 Mask for Suaga (Nsua-Ndua)
Mambila artist, before 1970
Wood, pigment, 21” long
Cameroon
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collecti
on/search/309795

3-22 Tadep (female protective figure)
Mambila artist before 1970
Wood, pigment, 17”
Cameroon
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/309807
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fold out from the base or front surface of the torso, the arms of this Mambila statue form semi-circles in 

front of the body.  Spherical segmented shapes represent hips, knees, and feet. The separation of the eyes 

and facial plane into a nested series of concave circles is specifically Mambila, as are the compressed 

(rather than elongated) proportions.  Its colors are now faded, but once it would have been painted with 

contrasting hues similar to those of the mask. 

Today the Mambila carve few masks or figures for Suaga. As in past centuries, art objects are 

often adopted or abandoned by communities in response to shifting political and religious contexts. 

Mambila religious practices have been particularly affected by Christianity. The most potent agent of 

change in the central Sudan during the past four centuries, however, has been Islam. 

THE IMPERIAL ARTS OF THE KANURI AND HAUSA 

Islam was adopted in the central Sudan by two important groups, the Kanuri (or Kanembu), and the 

Hausa, and was spread further by the Fula (Fulani or Peul) when they entered the region.  Each of these 

pulations, while strongly influenced by their non-Islamic neighbors, has in turn had an impact on the art 

and culture of broad areas of the region. The Kanuri and Hausa were the first peoples in the region to 

form centralized states, and were also the first populations to convert to Islam.  Having been in contact 

with other for centuries, their forms of dress share many features. 

The Kanuri originated in the vast dry portion of the continent lying between Lake Chad and the 

Nile River, and formed one of several empires that controlled oases on the trade routes crossing the 

eastern Sahara Desert many centuries ago. Like the ancient inhabitants of Meroe (see chapter 2), the 

Kanuri speak a Nilo-Saharan language, and their culture is centered on the institution of divine kingship. 

Kanem, the first recorded Kanuri kingdom, arose during the last centuries of the first millennium AD and 

was probably linked by trade to the Christian kingdoms of Upper Nubia. The king of Kanem, or Mai, 

converted to Islam during the eleventh century, when the kingdom was at the height of its power. 

By the thirteenth century Kanem was torn by dynastic disputes, and a clan broke away to form the 

kingdom of Bornu in the more fertile lands southwest of Lake Chad. During the sixteenth century Bornu 

absorbed Kanem and smaller states such as Kotoko and Bagirmi and became the most powerful political 

force in the central Sudan. Although Bornu was superseded by Hausa city states and was conquered by 

the allied Hausa and Fulani armies of the early nineteenth centuries, it remained an important kingdom 

until the beginning of the colonial era. Today Bornu is an emirate within the nation of Nigeria. 

The Kanuri were a nomadic or semi-nomadic people for much of their early history, housing the 

Mai and the royal court of Kanem in tents or portable structures of thatch. Bornu, however, had a walled 

capital. Courtiers dressed in fine textiles, and during the early nineteenth century a European traveler 

noted that a ruler of Bornu distributed over a thousand robes to loyal subjects. One of the prestigious 

garments given to a later visitor was a densely ornamented woman’s dress (fig. 3-23), that was once  
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vividly colored.  The appliqued designs are divided into square or rectangular panels. The central panel is 

crisscrossed by diagonal bands, while the sur rounding sections alternate geometric shapes (particularly 

circles and triangles) with floral motifs or knots. Some of these designs are probably derived from 

patterns found on glass, pottery, or metalwork made in Islamic Egypt (see fig. 2-31). 

Kanuri warriors and dignitaries once carried impressive weapons and wore costly armor, 

including plumed helmets and shirts made of chain mail.  Even today, mounted courtiers and equestrian 

guards in Bornu and other kingdoms of the central Sudan perform spectacular maneuvers on horseback at 

festivals.  A twentieth century photograph shows young riders of the Djerma or Zerma people, who are 

said to have been invented in the Hausa city of Kano some six hundred years ago.  The bold stamped 

patterns of the cloth seen here are much brighter than the Hausa originals, however, which were probably 

plain white cotton. 

Hausa Mosques and Civic Architecture 

According to legend, six of the original Hausa cities were founded by the sons of a heroic stranger who 

had slain a mighty serpent and married a local queen. Since the Hausa language is a Chadic branch of the 

Afro-Asiatic family, historians believe that they were one of many groups to move south and west from 

North Africa and the Sahara to settle in what is now southern Niger and northwestern Nigeria, possibly 

over a thousand years ago, and the legend may refer to these migrations. By the sixteenth century, 

important Hausa city-states such as Kano, Katsina, and Zaria were fortified with thick adobe walls and 

administered large areas of neighboring territory. The king, or Sarki, of most Hausa cities was a Muslim, 

whose allegiance to Islam helped create alliances with Bornu, and with Islamic Songhai, a multi-ethnic 

3-23 Woman’s robe
Kanembu tailors, Bornu
Cotton and silk, before 1885
Nigeria
http://www.smbdigital.de/eMuseumPlus?service=direct/1/ResultLightboxView/result.t1.
collection_lightbox.$TspTitleImageLink.link&sp=10&sp=Scollection&sp=SfieldValue&
sp=0&sp=2&sp=3&sp=Slightbox_3x4&sp=24&sp=Sdetail&sp=0&sp=F&sp=T&sp=28
Berlin, Ethnographic Museum

 

Djerma or Hausa, 1971 

Kanuri warriors (fig. 3- va24)- . eepaTh-t 1973hi-c001-k, quilted cotton armor worn by both the horses and their riders is 

The Djerma are allied to a Hausa 
city-state in Niger. These young 
Djerma equestrians could be the 
descendants of the warriors who 
were buried centuries ago 
beneath terracotta horsemen in 
the Burn region of Niger. 
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empire further up the Niger River.  During the early nineteenth century, Hausa lands were conquered by 

the Fulani leader and religious reformer Usman dan Fodio, and the recent histories of the Hausa and the 

Fulani (Fula) people are thus intertwined. 

The Friday Mosque of the Hausa city of Zaria was designed during the first half of the nineteenth 

century by Mika'ilu, a Hausa flag-bearer of Usman dan Fodio. Parts of the mosque were probably 

commissioned by Usman dan Fodio himself and by his son Mohammed Bello.  Like all Hausa architects 

responsible for the design of important buildings, Mika’ilu was a malam, a title given to artists and 

learned men throughout Islamic Africa who can read Arabic and interpret the Qur’an.  Instructed in 

geometry, a malam has the skills needed to plan a building complex, and as a religious specialist he 

knows the prayers required for such an enterprise.  Having made at least one pilgrimage to Mecca, a 

malam such as Mika’ilu would have also seen many mosques and architectural forms in the course of his 

travels and could incorporate this knowledge into his work. 

Square in plan, the prayerhall of the Friday Mosque of Zaria was capped with six domes and set 

within a square courtyard. Entry to the courtyard was through one of four entrance chambers built into the 

enclosing wall. Each entrance chamber, zaure, had a dome, a doorway leading to the exterior and a 

doorway leading to the interior courtyard. Inside the prayer hall, the domes were crossed by arches resting 

upon large piers. Each arch was a textured rib, and the piers were ornamented with austere geometric 

designs. A Hausa malam compared the white ribs of this mosque interior to the long white cloth wrapped 

around the head of a man who has made a pilgrimage to Mecca.  In the twentieth century, the Friday 

Mosque was partially dismantled, repainted, and placed inside a larger cement structure, but its original 

character may still be glimpsed in the interior (fig. 3-25).  

The mosque is situated on one side of a plaza-like area called a dendal.  Major streets leading from the 

gates of the city intersect at the dendal, whi ch acts as both a parade ground and the focus of public 

ceremonies. On one of the other sides of the dendal is the palace (" house of the king," gidan sarki). Like 

mosques, Hausa palaces are entered through a zaure. Inside the palace walls, small buildings are set aside 

as reception rooms, which are particularly ornate. One of the reception rooms of the Sarki of the Hausa 

city of Kano, built during the first half of the twentieth century, has a domed ceiling held in place by a 

network of arches (fig. 3-26). Patterns sculpted in relief are emphasized by contrasting areas of  

3-25 Interior of the Great Mosque at Zaria, with a view of the ribbed arches
Malaam Mikaela, Hausa architect, 1830s
Adobe, paint
Zaria, Nigeria
https://archnet.org/sites/4180/media_contents/9369
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color. The paint may be given a light varnish containing bits of mica so that the entire surface sparkles. At 

the intersection of each ribbed arch there may be a shiny enamel plate, and brass plates were placed there 

in the past. 

The distinctive form of the Hausa ribbed dome seen here has intrigued art historians. Small pieces 

of wood laid side by side in regular patterns are plastered with clay on the underside to form a ceiling and 

covered with waterproofed mud-based plaster above to form a roof. The gentle curve of this mud 

plastered surface is supported by arched ribs, which transfer the weight of the roof to walls or pillars. 

Each rib is made of lengths of palm wood embedded in mud, similar to the way fcrroconcrete is made of 

steel embedded in cement.  This ribbed vaulting could be an imaginative adaptation of North African 

architecture; some of the oldest ribbed domes of the Mediterranean world are found in the Great Mosque 

of Qairouan (see fig. 1-17), known to Hausa malaam who travel to Tunisia for study and trade. Yet the 

North African mosques are built of stone blocks, not wood and clay, and their domes arc almost fully 

hemispherical rather than gently convex. It seems likely that this distinctive technology comes from the 

architectural traditions of the Hausa themselves. Until very recently, most ordinary Hausa people lived in 

houses woven from thatch. The techniques used to bundle wood and grasses into a framework for a 

dwelling of thatch are very similar to those used to construct the ribs of earth reinforced with wood. 

Hausa adobe walls are also constructed using sophisticated techniques. Clay is mixed with 

organic mate rial, dried, moistened, kneaded, then formed int o irregular ovoid bricks. These are then laid 

in courses while still wet and covered with a smooth layer of mud and waterproofing material. Patterns 

are then pressed into the damp surface.  The wall that usually receives the most aesthetic attention is the 

facade of the entranceway. Within this space, the zaure of a household, guests are received, art objects 

and other trade goods are produced, and lessons from the Qur'an are recited. Horned projections on the 

roof above were similar to those found on the gateways of southern Moroccan towns (see fig. 1-21), 

possibly because both Amazigh and Hausa peoples seek to fortify doorways with references to the 

spiritual powers imbedded in these shapes. 

By mid-century, the reliefs on zaure had become both more detailed and more representational. 

Abstract designs were often calligraphic, adapting Arabic letters or words.  As in the Mauritanian city of 

Walata (see fig. 1-27), the use of sacred script on portals evidently blessed and protected the owners while 

proclaiming their status and good taste. Other reliefs featured motifs evoking power and modernity such 

as swords, cars, rifles, or bicycles (fig. 3-28).  Today the reliefs that once ornamented adobe gateways 

3-26 Interior of a dome of the palace
Hausa architect, early twentieth century
Adobe, paint
Kano, Nigeria
https://dome.mit.edu/bitstream/handle/1721.3/173162/232059_cp.jpg?sequence=1
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and the facades of homes have often been replaced on cement surfaces with brightly painted designs. 

Art, Literacy, and Mystic Faith 

In addition to designing buildings, a malaam in the central Sudan may use his knowledge of geometry, 

calligraphy, and numerology to produce visually and spiritually effective works of art.  In Hausa cities, a 

malaam may rely on income from embroidering clothing, hats, purses - and from making charms and 

other protective devices - to supplement the alms received from students and benefactors. 

A "great robe," babba riga, may be embroidered by a malaam with cotton or with tsamiya, the 

thread of wild silkworms.  A  particularly  popular motif sewn onto the panel on the left side of such a 

garment is called "eight knives" because of the three long triangular forms at one side of the opening for 

the head of  the wearer and the five long triangles in a row at the base of the opening. Such motifs were 

evidently protective devices, possibly similar to the pointed motifs on textiles from the Maghreb (see 

chapter 1).  Embroidered robes were exported by Hausa malaam for sale in distant markets, but they were 

also created by neighboring peoples such as the Nupe and traded to the same destinations. The garment 

shown here (fig. 3-29), given to a British officer before 1862 by the King of Dahomey, may therefore be  

Hausa or Nupe in origin.  In either case, it would have travelled hundreds of miles before arriving at the 

court of this ruler.  

Unlike the Kanuri garment, where designs cover the surface, ornamentation here centers around 

the opening for the head (just as architectural ornamentation is richest on the facade of the zaure, where 

the household opens onto the street). On the right shoulder is a segmented square with four arms set 

within a circle. Squares correspond to the four corners of the world and other Qur'anic images of God's 

creation and power. The geometric shapes seen here are probably also references to "magic squares," 

which the Fulani call hatumere. 

Drawn in ink by a malaam on paper, cloth, or wood, hatumere are divided into compartments 

filled with letters or numbers. Since Arabic letters may be assigned a numerical value, letters may 

3-28 Façade of a house
Hausa architect, 1950s
Adobe
Zaria, Nigeria
Photo:  Frank Willett
https://www.britannica.com/art/African-architecture/Influences-of-Islam-and-Christianity

Frank Willett

3-29 Babba riga with Eight Knives motif
Hausa or Nupe, before 1862
Silk and cotton, 252 cm.
British Museum. Af1920,0211.1
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/E_Af1920-0211-1
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correspond to numbers associated with blessing or protection, while a sequence of numbers may spell 

sacred phrases such as the name of God. Based in part upon ancient Jewish mysticism, this esoteric 

numerology has been practiced for centuries throughout the Islamic world. Though today it is rare to find 

a malaam able to construct a square in which combinations of numbers and letters actually work in this 

manner, many Muslim scribes in the central Sudan create hatumere with convincing facsimiles of these 

numeric formulae, drawing grids containing bits of script or simple geometric shapes. These are still 

viewed as effective, for the value of a hatumere does not depend on the ability of its owner - or even its 

maker - to understand or interpret it.  Drawings of these mysterious grids are often enclosed within 

leather, cloth, or metal packets to form an amulet, a protective object whose power derives from the 

mystical wisdom hidden within. The square within the circle on the Hausa robe is thus the equivalent of 

an amulet that alludes to sacred power but does not display it overtly. 

Islam teaches that the Qur'an contains the words of God as recited by his prophet, Muhammad. 

The archaic Arabic text itself is thus held to be imbued with God's power. Hausa respect for the sacred 

written word may be seen in their treatment of the writing board, or allo, a flat piece of wood with a short 

handle. Students use it to practice writing verses from the Qur'an, washing the ink from the board after 

each verse is memorized. As in many parts of Islamic Africa, upon completion of their studies Hausa 

students write a passage from the Qur'an onto their writing board in permanent colors rather than 

washable ink. The permanently adorned writing board, allo zayyana, serves as a diploma, and testifies to 

the owner's ability to recite the entire Qur'an. The Arabic text on the allo zayyana illustrated here was 

painted at the end of the 20th century by Sa’adu, a malaam in the Hausa city of Zaria, while the geometric 

signs surrounding it – references to hatumere - were painted by Alhaji Balarabe (fig. 3-30).   

The crescent-shaped handle is covered with red leather, with a fringe at each end. 

ART OF THE FULANI 

As the Kanuri were forging the empire of Kanem on the Lake Chad floodplain at the end of the first 

millennium AD, other semi nomadic pastoralists began to travel away from their homeland in the arid 

savannah south of the Senegal River, a region of western Senegal known as the Futa Toro. These peoples 

are called the Fulani, or Fula (after Fulbe, the West Atlantic language they speak) or the Peul (after pullo, 

their term for a Fulani man).  However, their primary identity is linked to their lineage, which may 

determine their occupation. A lineage is ranked by the Fulani according to whether its members herd 

3-30 Writing board (allo zayya)
Alhaji Balarabe and Malam Sa’adu,, Hausa scribes, before 2000
Wood, pigment, leather, 74 cm.
Zaria, Nigeria
British Museum Af2000,13.1
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/E_Af2000-13-1
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cattle, weave cloth, compose songs, make objects of wood, leather, silver, or iron, or act as servants to 

other groups. The cattle herders, Wodaabe, consider their occupation superior to all others. 

By the end of the first millennium AD, Fulani immigrants lived among speakers of Mande 

languages along the Niger River and found pasturage in the floodplains of the Inland Niger Delta. During 

the next few centuries, they moved down the Niger River to what is now the nation of Niger.  Fulani 

groups also migrated southward from the Futa Toro to the highlands near the headwaters of the Niger 

River, the hills of the Futa Djallon in the present-day nation of Guinea. During the eighteenth century, the 

Fulani launched military and religious campaigns against their non-Muslim neighbors which established 

their authority in those two regions, and in the Massina region of the Inland Niger Delta.   

By the nineteenth century, the Fulani had led multi-ethnic armies across the central Sudan, and 

had founded emirates in what are now northern Nigeria and northern Cameroon.  Today these pastoralists 

may be found from the Atlantic Ocean to the lands east of Lake Chad, and from the margins of the Sahara 

Desert to the edge of the coastal rainforests, an area larger than the continental United States. Their most 

recent expansions southward during the droughts of the 1980s launched a period of conflicts between 

farmers and Fulani herders throughout West Africa, and both the quality and variety of Fulani arts 

suffered a decline.  Yet an array of artforms still reflect the extraordinary history of this people. 

The Futa Djallon 

The Fulani who entered the Futa Djallon region in the seventeenth century gradually abandoned 

pastoralism and replaced their temporary dwellings of woven thatch with permanent homes of adobe 

roofed with thatch.  As visible symbols of the sacred and secular authority they assumed over the course 

of the century, the Fulani erected numerous mosques in the Futa Djallon. The prayerhalls were square, 

with mud walls, but were completely covered by an enormous thatch roof, which rose from the ground in 

concentric layers of fiber, sometimes to a height of some thirty feet (fig. 3-31). Smaller versions of these 

curved thatched domes covered the homes of Fulani leaders.  Almost all of these architectural forms have 

been replaced by mosques and homes made of cement and more durable materials  

As late as the 1950s, Fulani women could be easily distinguished from women of cultural groups 

in the Futa Djallon because of their distinctive hairstyles.  Numerous photographs taken by visitors appear 

on postcards.   One undated example shows the elegance of sculptural forms created from hair, silver, and 

other materials to form a woman’s hairstyle (fig. 3-32).  

3-32 Postcard
Fulani (Peul) woman, Futa Djallon region, Guinea
Hair, beads
Photographer unknown, date unknown
https://www.flickr.com/photos/44334821@N03/7428019050/sizes/o/in/photostream/

3-31 Photograph of Mosque
Fulani architect, c. 1900
Dinguiraye, Futa Djallon region, Guinea
Thatch, adobe
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/45/Mosqu%C3%A9e_de_Dinguiraye.jpg
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The crests arched over the head of this young woman are constructed as if they were tent supports, and 

must have been particularly lovely in motion. The dramatic appearance of Fulani women was both a vivid 

reminder of the leisure and wealth of this elite group (who obviously did not have to carry loads on their 

heads like their hardworking neighbors), and a demonstration of their refined tastes.  More restrained 

versions of these elegant constructions are still worn by women of the Futa Djallon today. 

The Massina Region of the Inland Niger Delta 

The cultivation of physical beauty is a characteristic of Fulani culture and wealthy pastoralists present 

themselves in gorgeous attire throughout the lands where they are found.  This young Fulani woman was 

photographed in the 1970s as she sold milk in the town of Mopti in the Inland Niger Delta region of Mali 

(fig. 3-33). Her normal business attire featured huge flared earrings beaten from solid gold and etched  

with discreet symbols, which were both items of display and a family investment. The gold or gold-plated 

pendant on her chest was made by a Senegalese jeweler in the style of the Wolof or Toucouleur people, 

and her machine-embroidered robe is Hausa in inspiration if not manufacture. The small circular 

ornaments are made of gold wire (or finely twisted straw, which looks like gold) and were purchased in 

Mali, while the massive amber (or imitation amber) beads in her hair may have been imported from the 

Red Sea. Each visual element has been gathered from complex international and inter-ethnic trade 

networks. 

In the hemispherical tents owned by prosperous women such as this, which are covered with 

woven mats, the marriage bed is shielded from the rest of the interior by a magnificent wool hanging 

known as an arkilla (fig. 3-34) that bisects the space. Far wider than an ordinary blanket, it has four or 

five times the number of panels used in an average textile. The color red predominates, and each panel is 

richly ornamented with geometric motifs. Such large arkilla are rare today, for they are extremely costly 

3-33 Woman in a market
Fulani woman wearing gold and amber jewelry, 1970s
Mopti, Mali
Photographer Michel Renaudeau
https://www.gettyimages.in/detail/news-photo/market-day-peul-woman-wearing-hers-gold-earrings-news-
photo/947609188?adppopup=true

3-34 Arkilla Kerka
Maabuube, Fulani weavers, before 1994
Guimballa Region, Mali
Sheep’s wool, 186” long
Museum of Fine Arts Boston
https://collections.mfa.org/objects/127623/tent-hanging-arkilla-kerka?ctx=d1c3248e-
c82f-44e5-861a-2a81e94d05b1&idx=0
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to commission. Purchased by Fulani women of the cattle-herding group (Wodaabe), arkilla are woven by 

men of a different Fulani occupational group, Maabuube weavers. The Maabuube often live in settled 

communities where they may also cater to nonFulani clients. In some regions, Fulani pastoralists also 

large blankets and other textiles from weavers in other ethnic groups, such as the Djerma of Bur kina 

Faso, who are able to work in a Fulani style.  

Weavers have identified the designs that appear on a wool blanket, or khasa, as scenes from 

Fulani pastoral life and ancient myths (fig. 3-34). The blanket is made of six bands of cloth, each woven 

on a narrow upright loom, that are then sewn together.  There are six motifs appearing on left side of the 

blanket (as it was photographed), one for each of the six strips. Called either "water container” or "mother 

of the khasa”, they were the first design to be woven. The blood-red stripe that was woven next is 

described as  a  woman's mouth, and the stacked lozenges that follow are said to be tree-like forms linked 

to the forked sticks used by the Fulani to support calabashes full of milk.  All of these motifs are related 

in some way to women and fertility.  References to the land crossed by two brothers in Fulani mythology 

appear in the large central designs. 

Southern Niger and the Adamawa  

Blankets travel along trade routes linking the Inland Niger Delta to the Fulani and Hausa emirates of 

northern Nigeria. The arid lands to the north of the Niger River and its urban sites are home to Wodaabe 

pastoralists, often known as the Bororo. These Fulani share some of the grasslands of Niger with the 

Tuareg (sec chapter 1) and purchase silver jewelry and multicolored leatherwork from Tuareg 

blacksmiths. Embroidered cloth, brass, and decorated gourds arc also made for the Wodaabe by Hausa 

artists. Further to the east, across Nigeria and into Cameroon and Chad, Wodaabe continue to follow their 

cattle across the landscape,  even though the leaders of Fulani emirates live in permanent palaces of thatch 

and adobe on the Adamawa Plateau (which is named for the Fulani warrior Mobodo Adama).. 

In this dry region Fulani women do not build large mat-covered tents, but sleep in simple shelters 

of grass or woven materials. The shelter is placed within an area encircled by a brush enclosure and 

segmented by a rope to tether calves. Apart from the marriage bed, the only important furnishing of the 

woman's half of the enclosure is a type of table or rack where her belongings are stacked. During annual 

lineage meetings, worso, married women bring these platforms to a public area to display their calabashes 

formally. The centerpiece of this display consists of two elaborately wrapped packages of calabashes, 

which might be embellished with cloth, and mirrors. The larger bundle is given to a woman by her 

daughter when the young woman leaves her mother’s home with her newly weaned firstborn child to 

establish a new family with her husband.  The smaller is given to the young mother by her husband’s 

3-34 Kaasa (blanket)
Maabuube, Fulani weavers, before 1980
Mali
Sheep’s wool, 93” long
National Museum of African Art
https://africa.si.edu/collections/objects/4120/blanket?ctx=c1d46b5f69ef6faf516fb306d4e0050
a25974e1b&idx=7 
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mother.  The two packages of painted gourds may be seen on either end of a display erected during a 

festival in Chad (fig. 36). The display celebrates a woman' s right to fill gourd containers with the milk of 

her husband's cows, and they are transported so that they can be clearly seen as the household travels or 

sets up camp. 

Though less prosperous than their counterparts elsewhere, Bororo women also create personal 

mobile art forms by covering themselves with multicolored wire, embroidered cloth, beads, and brass (fig. 

3-35). Numerous small areas of color complement the women's feathery facial tattoos. Two unmarried

girls, photographed in Niger in 1971, were participating in a gerewol, a Wodaabe festival celebrating 

masculine beauty and charm. Gerewol is similar to other Fulani festivals that test the restraint and 

endurance of young men in that the dancers are not allowed to show signs of fatigue or discomfort. 

Women act as judges, selecting a champion from among the dancers. Women are also free to bestow their 

sexual favors upon a particularly attractive dancer, even though their averted gaze reflects the reserve 

women are expected to exhibit in public.   

Wodaabe men competing in a gerewohl are encouraged to flaunt their best features, celebrating 

their beauty even as they proclaim their virility and strength. Clear eyes and white teeth are valued traits, 

and are thus accentuated by bright paint, big smiles, and wide-eyed glances. Male friends and relatives 

assist each other in assembling ostrich feathers, weapons, hats, jewelry, and talismans for the hours of 

dancing and singing, while embroidered panels are contributed by sisters and girlfriends.  

Most photographs of gerewol have been taken of Bororo communities in Niger and Nigeria, but 

one recent photograph shows Wodaabe men who have located unusually flashy and dramatic materials for 

their performance (fig. 3-38) The gerewol reflects Fulani delight in male and female beauty, often in the 

face of great hardship, as well as the culture's acknowledgment of sexual desire. This celebration of  

3-35 Unmarried women at a festival
Wodaabe Fulani (Bororo), 1971
Niger
Eliot Elisofon photograph
EEPA 1973-001 EEPA EECL 2549
https://collections.si.edu/search/detail/ead_component:sova-eepa-1973-001-
ref17783?q=&fq=data_source%3A%22Eliot+Elisofon+Photographic+Archives%2C+National+
Museum+of+African+Art%22&fq=name%3A%22Elisofon%2C+Eliot%22&fq=culture%3A%2
2Wodaabe+%28African+people%29%22&record=3&hlterm=&inline=true

3-36 Calabash display
Wodaabe women
Chad
Photograph Murat Cem Serbetci, 2018
https://www.flickr.com/photos/revelinyourtime/44334082345/in/photostream/
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sensuality is directly linked to their pride in their community, and their desire for healthy and beautiful 

children, however, and is not solely oriented toward personal pleasure. 

ART AND IDENTITY IN THE MODERN WORLD 

The territory surveyed in this chapter comprises portions of countries (northern regions of Ghana, Benin, 

Nigeria, and Cameroon, and westernmost Sudan) where there are no national capitals, and no major art 

institutes were established in Niamey (the capital of Niger), or Bangui (capital of Central African 

Republic). A school of fine arts was once active in Ndjamena, the capital of Chad, but it has been affected 

by the warfare wracking that nation. As a result, few contemporary artists from the region have received 

an arts education based upon European models. 

However, creative individuals throughout this vast section of the African continent have 

experimented with new art forms.  Samuel Fosso (born 1962) is one of the few who have achieved 

international recognition. Born in Cameroon and raised in an Igbo community in southern Nigeria, Fosso 

moved to Bangui as a teenager and was apprenticed to a photographer. Entrepreneurs with cameras have 

set up studios in African cities and towns since the beginning of the colonial period and provided 

videotaping services since the late twentieth century. Yet when Fosso established his own photographic 

studio, he experimented with photography in a rather unusual way. After he had taken portraits of his 

clients, he used the extra film at the end of the roll to take photographs of himself. He posed for these 

self-portraits in varied clothing and in varied stages of nudity, self-consciously altering his appearance to 

create new characters. After Fosso had produced these images for almost two decades, a French curator 

exhibited Fosso’s photographs in the first Rencontres de la Photographie Africaine art fair in Bamako, 

the capital of Mali, and that exhibition formed the nucleus for In/Sight, an influential show of African 

photography held in New York City. This exposure led to critical acclaim and commercial success, 

perhaps because Western viewers could easily interpret Fosso's photographs as explorations of sexuality 

and ethnicity.  

As a result of his entrance into the global art market, Fosso could afford to work with color film, 

and began to construct ever more elaborate identities for the camera.  (fig. 3-40). The results are often as  

3-38 Men competing in a gerewol
Wodaabe performers
Chad
Photograph Murat Cem Serbetci, 2018
https://www.flickr.com/photos/revelinyourtime/45195500572/in/photostream/
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dramatic, as entertaining, and as carefully controlled as a Wodaabe gerewol performance.  Yet these 

performances of identity are intended for an international audience and they refer to political issues that 

span the continent.    
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C-Print photograph
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Other excellent studies are art forms are M. Berns and B. R. Hudson, The Essential Gourd. Art and 

History in Northern Nigeria (Los Angeles, 1986), and M. Berns, "Ceramic Clues: Art History in 

the Gongola Valley," AA 22:2 (1989): 48-59, 102- 103.  

D. Heathcote, The Arts of the Hausa. An Aspect of Islamic Culture in Northern Nigeria (Chicago, 1977),

and J.C. Moughtin, Hausa Architecture (London,1985), are good introductions. 

P. Imperato, "Blankets and Covers from the Niger Bend," AA 12:4 (1979): 38--43, surveys the work of

Fulani weavers. Fulani and Hausa arts are also featured in L. Prussin, Hatumere (Berkeley, 1986). 

Beautiful photographs of the arts of the Wodaabe in Niger can be found in C. Beckwith and M. Van 

Offelen, Nomads of Niger (2nd ed., New York, 1983), even though portions of the text are 

problematic. 

THE ILLICIT TRADE IN ARCHAEOLOGICAL ARTIFACTS 

Plundering Africa's Past, edited by Roderick J. McIntosh and Peter Schmidt (Bloomington, 1996) is an 

overview of the illicit trade in archaeological objects. Although many works taken clandestinely 

from archaeological sites have been illustrated in books and catalogues, none of these 

publications directly address the ethical issues involved when private collectors and museums 

purchase such objects.  

The author thanks Marc Rasmussen for an explanation of how CT scans have revealed that fragments of 

ancient terracottas (or even traces of ancient charcoal) may be incorporated into newly made 

objects. His short tutorial in the ways "authentically old" TL and C-1 4 dates may be produced for 

these works was particularly helpful.  

Archaeological sites at risk may be found on the "Red List" on the official website of ICOM, the 

International Commission on Museums. 
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Marla Berns' thorough review of this chapter improved it greatly, and the author thanks her for her many 

contributions to the text and to the illustrations. 
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CHAPTER 4 

MANDE WORLDS AND THE UPPER NIGER 

MONICA BLACKMUN VISONÀ 

MAPS AND TIMELINE 

Sweeping northward and inland from the eastern hills of Guinea, the Niger River floods the marshy 

Inland Niger Delta in central Mali before turning to flow southward through Niger. Along this curved 

stretch of the river, also known as the Bend of the Niger, inhabitants of the savannah encounter people of 

the desert, and traders from the coasts of northern Africa meet merchants from the southern forests. 

Urban life developed in the Inland Niger Delta as early as the first century BC, eventually giving 

rise to prosperous empires.  Wealthy states also arose to the west of the Inland Niger Delta, in the lands 

that stretched from the Atlantic Ocean to the headwaters of the Niger, and several of these controlled the 

gold deposits of the Senegal River.  All of these empires participated in the trans-Saharan trade, which 

flourished between the ninth and the late sixteenth centuries AD.  They were followed by a series of states 

that ruled the Upper Niger and beyond until the French conquest of the vast region in the late 19th century. 

The peoples who live in this savannah region today stress their historical relationship to the mighty 

empires of the past. The Soninke are linked to Wagadu, the earliest of these, which is also known by its 

Arabic name, Ghana.  Contemporary populations known as the Malinke ("people of Mali") and the 

Mandingo or Maninka ("people of Manden") are named for their links to the empire of Mali, as are the 

closely related Mande languages they speak. Speakers of non-Mande languages who founded these 

powerful states include the Wolof, the Songhai, and the Peul (or Fulani). Throughout this region, 

communities and lineages are also identified by their homeland, or by their occupation. The Mande-

speaking farmers of southwestern Mali who long resisted Islam are known as "pagans," bambara, and call 

themselves Bamana. The Bamana are famous for their metalwork, their mud-dyed cloth, their 

masquerades, and their sculpture, and will receive particular attention here. 

The influence of Mande - speaking cultures has extended far beyond the banks of the Niger. The 

Jula (Dyula), traders who speak a Mande language, established mercantile networks that still link vast 

regions of the western Sudan to the Atlantic coastline. Over the centuries, the Jula converted to Islam, and 

some Jula groups formed independent Islamic states far south of the Niger, in present-day Côte d'Ivoire 

and Ghana. Jula textiles, manuscripts, and amulets are still traded over long distances. Populations 

speaking Mande-related languages have also settled in the forested regions of Guinea, Mali, Senegal, 

Gambia, Guinea Bissau, and Côte d'Ivoire; their arts are discussed in chapter 6. 
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In Mande-speaking communities, leaders take a particularly active role in educating children and 

guiding youth. Art objects assist elders in their search for esoteric knowledge and encourage both young 

and old to pursue wisdom and justice, the foundations of the Mande worldview. As in the past, arts 

believed to be imbued with timeless power coexist with secular arts of entertainment, and artists 

continually create new art forms to address a changing society. Yet even the most entertaining arts found 

along this section of the Niger River still instruct the viewer, imparting moral values and enforcing ethical 

behavior. 

IN THE SPHERE OF ANCIENT EMPIRES 

The floodplains of the Niger and Senegal rivers and their tributaries are dotted with raised mounds known 

as toge (sing. togere) to the Fulani herdsmen who live among them. Formed over the centuries by layers 

of sediment, toge are the remains of ancient towns. The oldest were occupied over two thousand years 

ago. While most have been abandoned over the last five hundred years, some are still inhabited, or are 

connected with modern communities. 

Wagadu 

One of the first of these ancient sites to be excavated by archaeologists was Kumbi Saleh, located just 

north of the present-day border separating Mali and Mauritania. The site has been identified as Qunbi, the 

capital of the early state known as Ghana to Arab historians and called Wagadu by the Soninke, the 

Mande-speaking people who are descended from its inhabitants. Arabic documents chronicle the 

foundation of Qunbi by a hero who lived many generations before the birth of the Prophet Muhammad, 

and suggest that Wagadu flourished as the Trans-Saharan trade developed during the ninth through the 

eleventh centuries AD. Excavations of Qunbi /Kumbi Saleh support these dates, documenting occupation 

levels ranging from the sixth through the fifteenth centuries.  

According to reports gathered by al-Bakri, an eleventh-century scholar who lived in Muslim 

Spain, Qunbi consisted of two towns. One, inhabited by Muslims, sheltered a dozen mosques. The other 

was the town of the king and his subjects. Surrounding the royal town were priests' dwellings and sacred 

groves housing prisons, royal graves, and what Muslim visitors described as "idols." The palace has not 

yet been located, and excavations thus far may have only probed the Islamic portion of the town. 

The most important building yet unearthed at Kumbi Saleh is a mosque (fig. 4-2). The earliest 

4-2 Ruined mosque, with remains of the qibla (wall facing Mecca), with a mihrab, and columns
Soninke architects, c. AD 900 – 1500 (c. 350 – 950 AH)
Stone
Kumbi Saleh, Mauritania
2010 Photo: https://www.flickr.com/photos/72664388@N00/4852994797
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level dates to the tenth century AD, only four centuries after the hejira (see Chapter 1). It was thus one of 

the earliest mosques constructed south of the Sahara. The later version of the mosque seen here, 

constructed prior to the fourteenth century, seems to have been influenced by the Great Mosque at 

Qairouan in Tunisia (see fig. 1-17), for in the prayerhall were rows of cylindrical columns, and the qibla 

wall (which orients worshippers towards Mecca) was ornamented with painted stone plaques; they 

resemble the tiles lining the mihrab at Qairouan (the niche in the qibla). Yet in North Africa, Roman and 

Byzantine ruins supplied builders with monolithic columns and capitals, and Kumbi Saleh is located in a 

region where stone is found only in thin slabs. Soninke builders thus created columns by stacking disks of 

stone as if they were pancakes. 

A pre- or non-Islamic presence in Kumbi Saleh was revealed by a few ceramic objects found in a 

layer of refuse beneath the eleventh- and twelfth-century levels of a dwelling. One of these objects, a 

fragment of a small female figure in terracotta (fired clay), has a slim torso and strikingly pronounced 

buttocks (fig. 4-3). The excavators believe that it may have been made as early as the sixth or seventh 

century AD, before the arrival of Islam. 

Dwellings of Muslim merchants dating from the eleventh to the fifteenth centuries have also been 

found at Kumbi Saleh. Like the mosque, they were built of layers of flat stone fragments, sometimes 

ornamented with triangular niches. Their rectangular plans, and the techniques used to stack the locally 

quarried, irregular stones, recall the architecture of Saharan cities such as Chinguetti, in Mauritania (see 

fig. 1-26). The similarities suggest that buildings throughout a vast area of the western Sahel were 

constructed by Soninke peoples, even when (as is the case with the Soninke-speaking Harratin of 

Mauritania) they were working for Arabic or Berber patrons. 

Many toge in the Inland Niger Delta may well have served as burial mounds rather than 

habitation sites. One such mound near the town of Tondidaru, between the ancient cities of Jenne and 

Timbuktu, has been excavated and dated to the seventh century AD. Near this site were several clusters of 

monoliths. During the 1930s some of the stone pillars of the largest cluster were set upright, while others 

were shipped to a museum (fig. 4-4). Even though this grouping is now disrupted and incomplete, an  

4-3 Female figure
Soninke artist, Wagadu, c. AD 600 – 1100
Fired clay, 4”
Kumbi Saleh, Mauretania
600-1100
Office National des Musées de Mauritanie, Nouakchott, Mauritania (KS72 KI94)
Photo: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/736502

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 122

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/736502


undisturbed group of monoliths has allowed archaeologists to determine that the stones are contemporary 

with the nearby funerary mounds.  

The monoliths were thus erected by a people who may have been in contact with Wagadu, which 

was a then thriving kingdom less than two hundred miles to the west. The standing stones may have 

served as sanctuaries, stone equivalents of the sacred groves used by many cultures in the region to shelter 

boys during their initiation into adulthood. This impression is strengthened by some of the linear designs 

carved into the stones, which make their phallic nature clear. Ranging from 31 to 63 inches (80 to 160 

cm) in height, the stones are about as tall as initiationage boys. At least one of the stones has a circular

boss, possibly representing a navel or face, and another has a hand (see fig. 4-4, left). 

Mali and the Inland Niger Delta 

South of Wagadu, in the hills along the Upper Niger, the kingdom of Mali (or Manden) arose during the 

twelfth century AD. According to the epic songs of Mande bards, Mali was organized as an empire by a 

warrior named Sundjata. The son of Sundjata, who succeeded him as king (Mansa), was a Muslim. 

During the fourteenth century, a king of Mali named Musa became famous in the Islamic world for the 

wealth and generosity he displayed during his pilgrimage to Mecca. Musa was instrumental in 

establishing the cities of Timbuktu, Walata, and Gao as centers of Islamic learning, and he controlled the 

oases of the Saharan trade routes. 

Archaeological work at Niani, which may have been the ancient capital of Mali, have thus far 

yielded few objects of any aesthetic interest; the most fascinating archaeological finds come from other 

sites connected to this wealthy kingdom.  One of the most important is near the present-day city of Jenne 

(Jene or Djenne), a site referred to as Jenne-Jeno, or Old Jenne. Archaeologists have determined that 

Jenne-Jeno was inhabited by the beginning of the Christian era. During the height of the Mali empire, its 

population was apparently related to, though culturally distinct from, the Malinke, and today it draws on 

multiple cultural traditions. During the initial excavations at JenneJeno, archaeologists unearthed a 

terracotta figure placed next to the foundation of a home or shrine. They consulted art historians for 

suggestions as to how such figures are used today, and how they might have been used in the past. 

However, the global interest which these discussions generated led to widespread pillaging of the site, and 

since the 1980s hundreds of terracottas have been illegally unearthed in sites throughout Mali’s Inland 

4-4 Fragments of monoliths from a group of stones
Unknown artists, c. 600 – 700
Tondidarou, Mali
Fragment of monolith with hand 50”, 264 lbs.
Both objects in the collection of the Musee Quai Branly
Photo (taller fragment): https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/760042
Photo (smaller fragment): https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mali,_tondidarou,_monolite,_280-
620_dc_ca.jpg
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Sorko and Somono fishermen, religious scholars (both Muslim and Jewish), and local Bamana farmers. 

Influenced by Moroccan buildings but infused with Mande architectural traditions, these homes were the 

prototypes for the distinctive and dramatic houses found in Jenne today. 

Contemporary Jenne dwellings constructed in this seventeenth-century style are similar in some 

ways to tigermatin, the fortified households of central Morocco (see Chapter 1). Both homes are built of 

adobe bricks plastered over with a layer of mud, though Moroccan bricks are rectangular while bricks 

made by Jenne masons are oval, much like the ovoid bricks used by Hausa builders (see Chapter 3). Like 

tigermatin, Jenne houses are multistoried, with an interior courtyard, a formal reception room on an upper 

story, and a flat roof used as an additional working space, but they are considerably smaller in scale. 

Jenne homes built according to this three-hundred-year-old tradition are readily recognizable because of  

their façade (“face”), the front they present to the street (fig. 4-7). 

Protected by an overhang, the entrance door is set into a rectangular frame. Earthen benches along the 

base of the wall invite passersby to sit and rest (as they are doing in this photograph) even as they protect 

the foundation from water damage. A central window above the door, covered with an iron or wooden 

grill marks the location of the formal reception area on the upper floor; the window here is atypically 

small.  Five protruding pieces of wood (known as toron) mark the approximate level of the ceiling of this 

room, and above them are five conical spires, possibly invoking the protective five fingers or related 

numerical symbols of North African motifs.   

The interior rooms are divided into areas for men near the front of the house and areas for women 

at the back. The entrance room behind the doorway is a semi-public space similar in function to the Hausa 

zaure (see chapter 3). Other rooms on the ground floor are set aside for storerooms and kitchens. The 

upper-floor reception room belongs to the male head of the household and overlooks the street, while 

private spaces for women overlook the interior courtyard. A screened toilet is located on the roof.  In this 

photograph, the exterior of its earthen shaft may be seen as a long, raised panel that reaches to ground 

level. The shaft can eventually be broken open at the base and the decomposed waste removed for use as 

fertilizer, which may have been the case for the corresponding shaft on the opposite corner of the house. 

Most architectural terms in Jenne are Songhai, for the guild of Sorko masons is Songhai-speaking.  

Mande influence is also strong in these Jenne homes, however. The term for the facade itself is potige, a 

local adaptation of Mande words used in greeting a respected person. The house can thus be seen as a 

self-presentation by its owner, invoking honor and status. The features of the potige seem related to the 

importance of doorways and facades as the intersection of public and private domains. 

4-2 Potige (façade) of the home of an extended family
Sorko architects, c. 1600
Adobe and wood
Jenne (Djenne), Mali
Undated postcard; c. 1910?
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Djenn%C3%A9#/media/File:Djenne_Fortier_407.jpg
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They also reflect ancient religious practices in non-Islamic (or pre-Islamic) Mande-speaking 

communities, where sacrifices to the ancestors are often poured out on doorways.  The five bundles of 

wood known as toron (sing. taro) are both aesthetic (an accent repeating the five projections and four 

recesses above them) and practical (as supports for masons repairing the adobe), but the word toron 

connects them to the Mande term for a sacred tree, and they may be conceptually linked to the forked 

branches and iron rods placed next to altars by Mande-speaking peoples. 

A more dramatic use of toron can be seen in the Great Mosque of Jenne, one of the most 

imposing adobe buildings in all of Africa and reputed to be the largest adobe structure in the entire world 

(fig. 4-9). According to Arabic accounts, the first version of this mosque was constructed during the late  

thirteenth century (seventh century AH), when the king of Jenne converted to Islam. He erected the 

mosque on the site of his palace, so that the new building absorbed the religious and political power of the 

old social order. Subsequent re-buildings of the mosque reflected the tastes of later Songhai and Malinke 

overlords of Jenne. In 1909, French colonial authorities allowed the city, then under Fulani leadership, to 

reconstruct the mosque under the leadership of Ismael Taore, head of the masons' guild. As was the case 

with earlier mosques, the varied ethnic patronage of the Great Mosque resulted in a building uniquely 

suited to this multicultural city. 

The qibla (visible on the right side of this photograph) forms a backdrop for the huge central 

marketplace that dominates the cultural and economic life of Jenne. The mihrab is located in the interior 

wall of its central tower, a minaret which marks the place where the call to prayer is broadcast. It is 

flanked by two additional towers built into the qibla.  The pinnacle of each square tower of the qibla wall 

is set with an ostrich egg. Eggs were similarly placed on the minaret of the mosque at Chinguetti (fig. 1-

26). In Jenne, both Mande and Muslim philosophers see these white, moon-like objects as linked to 

fertility and the cosmos.  Covering the central tower, and running across the exterior walls of the entire 

prayerhall, are horizontal rows of toron balance the strong vertical lines of the engaged pillars. Each pillar 

projects above the wall in a point, echoing the potige of a Jenne house.  

The slightly lower wall behind the prayerhall, visible to the right in this photograph, encloses the open 

courtyard.  A plan of the Great Mosque shows that that the courtyard forms a parallelogram whose size 

and shape mirrors that of the covered hall (fig. 4-10). Inside the prayer hall, massive square adobe piers  

4-9 View of the entrance into the prayerhall of the Great Mosque (qibla and the three minarets
on the left)
Soninke architects, c. AD 1300 (c. 650 AH), rebuilt 1909
Adobe
Jenne, Mali
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Djenn%C3%A9#/media/File:Great_Mosque_of
_Djenn%C3%A9_1.jpg20
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are joined by narrow arches. Unadorned and unpainted, the interior is cool, dark, and austere. 

Takrur and Jolof 

In addition to founding Wagadu and Ghana, ancestors of Mande-speaking peoples had influential roles in 

the rise of other kingdoms and empires in the western Sudan. The Islamic empire of Takrur, Wagadu's 

western rival along the lower Senegal River, was firmly grounded in Fulani culture, However, an early 

dynasty may have been Mande-speaking. Thousands of burial mounds in western Senegal were built in or 

near the territory of Takrur, now the home of Serer and Wolof peoples.  Some of these funerary mounds 

are covered or encircled with small stones. The best documented are those of Rao, whose cemeteries were 

in use during the eighth through fourteenth centuries. One contained the remains of a young person 

wearing 138 gold rings, a silver necklace, and a spectacular chest ornament of gold (fig. 4-11A), which   

was uncovered during the colonial era.  The pectoral is tentatively dated to the thirteenth to fourteenth 

centuries.  If this dating is correct, the burial can be associated with the Wolof state of Jolof, which 

succeeded the empire of Takrur. The pectoral's finely wrought surface and its hemispherical bosses 

resembles Wolof gold jewelry made during the last two centuries.  These features also suggests that gold 

ornaments created in this region of Senegal, cast from nuggets found in the Bambuk and Bure regions of 

the upper Senegal River, and circulated along Muslim trade routes, were the protypes for Akan regalia 

crafted hundreds of years later in the forests to the south (see Chapter 7).  

Ancient tombs also dot the landscape in southern Senegal and eastern Gambia, which were once 

part of the Mali empire. Some 817 tombs have been noted in this region, each encircled by monoliths of 

volcanic stone (fig. 4-11). While most monoliths are in the form of cubical or rectangular blocks with  

4-10 Plan of the Great Mosque, as re-constructed in 1910
https://archnet.org/sites/6395/media_contents/75726

4-2 Pectoral ornament from a burial mound
Takrur or Jolof, c. 1200 - 1400
Gold, 7”
Nguiguela tumulus, Rao, Senegal
Institut Fondamental d’Afrique Noire Cheikh Anta Diop, Dakar, Senegal (IFAN) (41 32)
Photo:
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/774683?&exhibitionId=%7b866de01c-4752-
40bf-aa98-
7f97e219e50d%7d&oid=774683&pkgids=602&pg=0&rpp=20&pos=26&ft=*&offset=20

4-11 Monoliths in four circles
Unknown architects, 200 - 1600
Wassu, Gambia
Photo by N.Broekzitter
https://www.flickr.com/photos/nbroekzitter86/3686692687/in
/photostream/

Monoliths mark or encircle graves in many African cultures. Stone slabs were placed before the tombs of the kings of Kemet 
before 3000 BC, and stones incised with images of cattle were placed on Nubian graves about a thousand years later. Prior to the 
Christian era, monoliths were erected over graves in the Buar region of Central African Republic. Large upright stones marking 
graves have been documented across central Nigeria, while smaller gravestones are found in Burkina Faso, Sierra Leone, and 
Guinea.  Few of these have been dated.A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 128
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curved sides, some are partially bisected, giving them the appearance of two joined pieces. The grave 

circles were evidently erected over a very broad period of time from the beginning of the Christian era to 

the sixteenth century. 

RECENT MANDE ARTS: NYAMAKALAW AND THEIR WORK 

The tombs and cities of ancient empires have not yet provided us with documented examples of sculpture 

in wood, and we have little information on the role of art and artists in past centuries. Today sculpture in 

iron or wood in Mande  speaking regions is created largely by male blacksmiths, who with female potters 

form an endogamous group of specialists known as numuw (masculine sing. numu; feminine sing. 

numumuso). In part because of their ability to take minerals from the earth and transform them into useful 

or even dangerous objects, numuw are believed to have esoteric knowledge, and to be particularly adept at 

manipulating a type of supernatural force, a mysterious power known as nyama. Along with bards, 

leatherworkers, and other unusually talented groups of people, sculptors and other blacksmiths are 

categorized as nyamakalaw, sometimes translated as "handles of nyama." Nyamakala lineages are found 

in many Mande-speaking groups, especially the Malinke and Bamana. 

As we shall see, Bamana blacksmiths make a wide array of sculpture in wood. However, they are 

particularly proud of the staffs they forge from iron. These slender metal rods, created in secret and 

shaped with fire, are highly charged with nyama. They may serve as the insignia of leaders, or provide a 

spiritual charge for ancestral altars or graves. Staffs surmounted by figures are also placed near or 

embedded into the sanctuaries of Bamana religious associations and are displayed during their initiations 

and funerals. These bisa nege ("rods of iron ") or kala nege (“staffs of iron”) receive libations of beer and 

other sacrificial drinks, and they warn visitors that potent forces are present. 

Gwan and Jo 

The religious associations that use these iron staffs are generally called jo (plural jow). While early 

ethnographies of the Bamana people described these associations as forming a highly organized and 

coherent social system across Bamana lands, recent scholarship suggests that the number of jow varies 

from region to region, as do their names, and the responsibilities of their members. For example, in one 

southern Bamana region, the principal jo is simply known as Jo. Here this single organization, which is 

dedicated to the harmonious continuity of community life, is charged with many of the roles handled 

elsewhere by separate associations; the initiation and education of the youth (supervised in other Bamana 

regions by N'tomo and Ci Wara), the control of spiritual forces for the betterment of the community 
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(often the domain of Kono or Komo), and the nurturing community spirit (sometimes the  role of Kore). 

In this region another association, Gwan, addresses the creative forces responsible for human fertility, yet 

its ceremonies, and its art forms, may sometimes be incorporated into Jo. 

The bisa nege of fig. 4-12, topped by an obviously male equestrian figure, would have been a 

particularly appropriate image for Jo. The rider's erect pose and aggressive gestures allude to the heroism, 

occult powe1 and accomplishment of a leader of the Jo or Gwan association. His broad hands have been 

compared to the feet of a crocodile, a dangerous animal whose body parts are used by sorcerers as well as 

by members of benevolent associations. Other staffs used by Jo or Gwan are topped by female 

equestrians, or by female figures in similarly assertive positions. 

Blacksmiths also carve wooden statuary for Gwan. An imposing seated figure of a mother 

holding a child (fig. 4-13), known generically as gwandusu, would have a personal name as well. Through 

verbal association, the compound term gwandusu links nouns such as soul, heart, character, passion, fire, 

courage (dusu) with adjectives such as hot, hard, and difficult (gwan). The gwandusu here wears an 

amulet-laden hunter's or sorcerer's cap, an item of clothing usually owned by powerful men. She 

is exceptionally strong, a heroine and champion. Yet she also shelters a tiny baby, the deeply desired 

result of the successful pregnancy that the association works to obtain for its members. The child is so 

completely attached to her full abdomen that it merges into its mother and her heavy breasts appear to be 

full of sustaining milk. 

The gwandusu was probably the central image in a group of three or more statues once displayed 

during annual festivals. It was accompanied by other figures displaying extraordinary powers, such as 

horsemen. Figure 4-13 includes one of these attendants, a seated male leader or gwantigi, who also wears 

a distinctive hat, carries a spear, displays a dagger, and is presented as a warrior. Other male and female 

4-12 Bis Nege, “rod of iron”, sacred staff
Bamana blacksmith (numu), before 1959
Cast and beaten iron, 24”
Mali
Metropolitan Museum of Art
Photo:
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/312368?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;ft=b
amana&amp;offset=40&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=52

4-13 Gwandusu and Gwantigi
Bamana blacksmith (numu), radiocarbon dates of
1600 - 1900
wood, 48” (Gwandusu) 44” (lance of Gwantigi)
Mali
Metropolitan Museum of Art
Photos:
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search
/312336
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search
/314704

This pair probably came from southern Mali, 
where the terracottas in Figs. 4-6) were 
unearthed, and it shares some of their stylistic 
qualities. In fact, analysis has revealed that the 
wood from which they were carved might be 
five or six centuries old. Even if sculptors 
were using old wood, the statues might still 
date from the seventeenth or eighteenth 
centuries. They would thus bridge the time 
between the terracotta figures of the Mali 
empire and Bamana arts being carved today. 
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figures in attendance performed the activities necessary for civilized life, such as carrying water pots or 

playing musical instruments. As a group, the displayed figures embodied the association's goals, which 

encourage both personal ambition and service to others, both "paternal" strength and passion and 

"maternal" responsiveness to family needs. They thus reinforce the duality seen in the gwandusu herself. 

Jo can also organize all of the young men of the community into age-grades, usually about every 

seven years; in some areas, numuw youths form a separate group, but often they are welcome to join all 

other youths. The new age-grade is assembled and taken to a sacred grove of trees, where the young men 

set up an initiation camp. There the leaders of Jo show them a variety of objects, perhaps including 

sculptural groups and iron staffs, which are symbols of important principles and sources of Jo's sacred 

authority. At the end of their initiation, young men celebrate their new maturity and knowledge by 

dancing for their community. In the past, they left their hometown to visit neighboring and allied towns, 

where they met future friends and potential wives. 

Each of these traveling groups of Jo initiates performed using costumes, musical instruments, and 

theatrical skits to entertain their hosts. Young blacksmiths also carried small wooden figures dressed in 

fine clothing and jewelry (fig. 4-14). Called "pretty little thing of Jo," jo nyeleni (pl. jo nyeleniw), these  

small statues reminded both elders and eligible girls that the young men are seeking brides. The carefully 

incised and polished surfaces of this jo nyeleni do not detract from their bold translation of the human 

body into fluid abstract forms that are visually balanced around a vertical access. The full curves of the 

hips and breasts echo the praises of an epic sung by renowned Malinke bard Seydou Camara: 

A well-formed girl is never disdained, 
Namu ... 
Her breasts completely fill her chest, 
Namu ... 
Her buttocks stood out firmly behind her ... 
Look at her slender young bamboo -like waist ... 

When it was in use, the dramatically organized shapes of the jo nyeleni could have been easily read as a 

female form, even in a crowd or at a distance.  

Ntomo and Ci Wara 

4-12 Female figure for Jo (jo nyeleni) or for a twin
(flani tokele)
Bamana blacksmith (numu), before 1934
Wood, 16”
Southern Mali
National Museum of African Art
https://africa.si.edu/collections/objects/11827/female-
figure?ctx=1b8be8d5c0e61383d50cbcf537366cfa475
0b66f&idx=25

This sculpture might be an image of a twin, a flani 
tokele. The Bamana consider twins to be living 
replicas of the first two human beings created, and 
a source of great blessing. When a twin dies in 
infancy, a wooden statue such as this may be 
carved to represent the deceased child, and figures 
for deceased twins are given the attributes of 
sexually adults. A female flani tokele is thus 
indistinguishable from a jonyele. 
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As noted above, the roles played by Jo and Gwan in the southern Bamana region are divided among 

alternate associations in other Bamana communities. Elsewhere, the training of young boys is the domain 

of a jo called Ntomo or Ndomo. Ntomo gathers prepubescent boys, separates them from their families, 

organizes them into age-grades, and conducts the training that culminates with their circumcision. 

As part of their training in Ntomo, boys wear masks alluding to principles of conduct they are being 

taught. Carved of wood, the masks may be covered with cowrie shells (a form of currency formerly used 

throughout the Sudan), blood-red seeds, or shining brass. One example that was sculpted by an artist 

based near Segou, showcases the abstract style of that Bamana region (fig. 4-15). The portion of the mask 

that covered the face of the boy who wore it is partitioned into the curved plane of the forehead and nose 

and the flat surface below, which stretches from brow to chin. Above the face stands a female figure, 

composed of highly abstracted forms, and flanked by four vertical horns. 

French researchers who studied Bamana religion during the middle of the twentieth century were 

fascinated by the complexity of the themes raised during Ntomo initiation. According to their reports, 

which may have been somewhat enhanced by the philosophical orientation of the researchers, boys in 

training re-enacted the creation of the world. The figure and the number of horns at the top of a Ntomo 

mask symbolized important principles; the four prongs shown here referred to femininity, while three was 

a male number and seven the number for the couple. The female figure was also described as a reference 

to sacred history, when the human race was separated into male and female beings, and a reminder to the 

boys of the training they had received concerning the opposite sex. 

Although Ntomo may not have every been universal in the Mande-speaking region, even in 

Bamana lands, virtually all Mande -speaking communities have associations that may still group young 

boys into age grades and prepare them for circumcision. Muslim families may link the circumcision of 

their sons to instruction in a mosque. When boys are undergoing Ntomo or similar training, they may 

leave their families and together.  Along the Niger Bend, a newly formed boys' age-grade or youth 

association is housed in an adobe dwelling known as a saho built especially for them. The 

recessed geometric patterns of one such dormitory, evidently built for young initiates of a Mande-

speaking group called the Somono, or for their Bozo neighbors, may have been chosen for symbolic as 

4-12 Mask for Ntomo
Bamana blacksmith (numu), before 1935
Wood, 25”
Segou region, Mali
Barnes Collection
Photo:
https://collection.barnesfoundation.org/objects/
8000/Mask-(Ndomo)/
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well as aesthetic reasons (fig. 4-17). When members of the age - grade eventually marry and move to their 

own homes, and the saho may be left to decay. 

In some Bamana areas, the training conducted by Ntomo is completed when the age-grade enters 

Ci Wara, or Tyi Wara; either transcription of the name of this association is pronounced “chi wara”. 

Evidently it once prepared young men for their future roles as husbands and fathers by pairing them with 

younger girls who become their partners. The patron of the association was a primordial being (a creature 

from the beginning time), Ci Wara.  He has been described as a creature of the wild who taught mankind 

how to cultivate the fields; ci is a Mande word referring to farming, while wara is a generic term for wild 

beast. This supernatural benefactor gave his name to both the jo and to its masquerade. Even today, in 

regions where subsistence farming can sustain a community, Ci Wara masquerades celebrate the 

agricultural skills of successful young farmers who provide for their families and contribute to the 

community. A photograph from the first decade of the twentieth century shows a Ci Wara masquerade in 

the fields, performing in an annual ceremony that was described in detail by French researchers during the 

colonial era (fig. 4-18). Two members of the age-grade have been chosen to dance as Ci Wara and his 

female consort. Both masqueraders are bent over, for an excellent farmer hoes the ground continually, 

without straightening to take a rest, and staffs transform the two-legged dancers into four-legged animals. 

The costumes of darkened fiber, the cloth band tying the basketry caps to their heads, and the tall wooden 

headdresses attached to the caps are all clearly visible. Drummers provide the beat for the dance and for 

the youths of the age-grade as they till the soil, while their female partners exhort them to greater efforts 

and praise Ci Wara. 

Although the label of this old postcard claims that the dancers are "Minianka," the masqueraders 

shown here were probably not Malinke, but Bamana.  The male Ci Wara headdress resembles the profile 

of a roan antelope, an imposing animal that could be found in this part of the savannah. The antelope is an 

appropriate manifestation of a farming wild beast, for it arches its neck just as the cultivators bend their 

backs, and its long horns are as straight and slender as growing millet stalks. The headdress of Ci Wara's 

4-17 Saho, dormitory for young men
Bozo or Somono masons, before 2006
Adobe
Kouakourou, Mali
Photo Geert Mommersteeg:
http://www.medanthrotheory.org/read/7717/bedden-in-jongenshuizen-in-mali

4-18 Masquerade for Ci Wara
Malinke or Bamana association
Photo: Postcard by Fortier, c. 1905

.... ,._.._ ...... _ -----·
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consort here depicts an antelope carrying a baby on its back, just as human mothers do. In other regions 

the two performers wear identical masks. 

Although annual agricultural ceremonies are now quite rare, Ci Wara masqueraders still perform 

in both religious and secular contexts in Mali, using dance crests such as this, which sit on top of the 

dancer's head. Both the head and much of the body of the dancer are usually hidden by a fiber costume. A 

photograph of two Ci Wara dance headdresses in an American museum allows us to see their fine detail 

and added ornaments (fig. 4-18A).  Their “vertical style” has become one of the most recognizable and  

most reproduced of all African art forms, appearing in corporate logos in West Africa, on public buildings 

in Mali, and in hundreds of markets where objects are sold to tourists (see Export Arts, Chapter 5). 

African American artist Willie Cole, invoking his own youth and the exploration of the world made 

possible by his bicycle as a guiding spirit, has constructed playful and versions out of discarded bicycle 

parts (fig. 4-18A). 

North of the Niger River, in the central Bamana region, Ci Wara dance crests have been carved in 

what observers have called the " horizontal style," as opposed to the "vertical style" of the eastern 

Bamana. Their horns sweep backward rather than upward, and the body and head of the animal wearing 

the horns is clearly not an antelope; it seems to be more canine (fig. 4-19). On this example, the surfaces 

have been divided into separate planes, giving visual interest to the animal itself.  One French scholar 

believes that the form of this type of Ci Wara, with its division between the body below and the head 

above (connected only by the strong neck) was a metaphor for the geminating seed in the ground below 

and the shoots of the grain that appear above the earth.  Whether or not the sculptor of this work intended 

4-19 Dance crest for Ci Wara
Bamana blacksmith (numu), before 1984
Wood and metal, 20” long
Mali
National Museum of African Art
Photo: https://africa.si.edu/collections/objects/16970/crest-
mask?ctx=a84c6cbb9ce72420903130e24406f7f273c12c91&idx=7

4-18 Dance crest for Ci Wara
Bamana blacksmith (numu), before 1965
Wood, metal ornaments, male crest 39”
Segou region, Mali
https://www.artic.edu/artworks/189595/pair-of-headdresses-chiwara-
kunw

4-18A Speedster Tji Wara, 2002
American artist Willie Cole
Bicycle parts, 46”
Albright Knox Art Gallery
https://www.albrightknox.org/artworks/20027-speedster-tji-wara
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it to be metaphorical, it is clear that the shapes, textured wood and metal attachments were meant to 

embellish the masquerade.  Bamana say that such ornamentation gives an artwork di, “sweetness" or 

"tastiness."   

A third, “abstract style" of Ci Wara headdresses come from the southwestern Bamana region or 

Mali and Ivory Coast (fig. 4-20). It combines images of curved antelope horns and straight fragments of 

horns, all connected to germination.  The ears and distinctive long snout of curved forms at the top invoke 

the pangolin, an anteater who, like a farmer, digs into the earth.  The canine animal of the " horizontal 

style" appears below.  As in all Ci Wara dance crests, a variety of textures marks each section of the 

sculpture, softening the austerity of the geometric forms.  

This style is closest in form to the headdresses of community age-grades of Mande-speaking 

groups and their neighbors, whose functions and purposes may be quite similar to those of Ci Wara. 

Simply called "little antelope heads”, soguni kun, such headdresses are worn by performers in age-grades 

and by the entertainers in professional dance troupes who draw from the traditions of the Bamana jow, or 

who refer to similar traditions from their own history. 

Bogolan 

An array of artforms have been documented for African institutions which supervise some form of sexual 

surgery.  In many African cultures, boys are circumcised – the foreskin of their penis was cut away.  

Alteration of the genitals of girls is much less common on the continent.  However, in Mande-speaking 

cultures, male circumcision is believed to correspond to female excision, the surgical removal of the 

clitoris. Just as all boys who wish to become adult men must be willing to undergo seclusion, training, 

and circumcision, often by a numu blacksmith, girls who wish to become adult women must undergo 

equivalent procedures conducted by a numumusu surgeon, usually a potter. Mande speaking communities 

realize that both procedures are dangerous, and possibly fatal, but foreign critics have thus far only voiced 

their opposition to excision (clitoridectomy) in their campaigns against FGM (female genital mutilation). 

In order to protect the girls from the dangerous levels of spiritual force, nyama, released during excision, 

Bamana numumusuw employ a variety of means. For example, they wrap the girls in mud-dyed cloths 

called bogolanfini or simply bogolan. 

Bogolan are created by women who paint mixtures of iron - rich mud and plant-based materials 

onto locally woven cotton cloth in several different stages. The chemical reactions taking place between 

the iron in the mud and the vegetable dyes in the presence of sunlight create dark brown shapes against a 

4-19 Dance crest for Ci Wara
Bamana blacksmith (numu), before 1950
Wood and metal, 50 cm.
Mali or Ivory Coast
National Museum of Denmark
Photo: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Chiwara
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light background. The very complexity of the staining and washing processes may produce an object with 

the supernatural strength needed to guard the girls, just as the process of forging iron increases the nyama 

of a metal staff. 

The geometric symbols on the cloth illustrated here suggest that it is a basiae, one of the bogolan 

cloths used in Bamana excision (fig. 4-21). After a girl has worn a basiae during the ceremonies, she 

gives it to her sponsor, a female elder who is past menopause. When this old woman dies, she may be 

buried in the cloth in order to protect the mourners from the extraordinary amounts of nyama released at 

her death. These textiles therefore allow a community to acknowledge the power of women while 

deflecting that energy. 

Komo and Kono 

The manipulation of nyama is especially crucial for the jow, particularly in Bamana communities, that 

have been characterized as "closed associations," "power associations," or even "secret societies." Each 

has a distinctive community shrine (fig. 4-22) housing the sacred belongings of the group. These might  

Shrines and Altars 

Shrines and altars are specially constructed sites of ritual objects and activity. They promote 

communication between humans and their gods, radiating spiritual energy from the earthly realm to 

worlds beyond. A charm worn on the body, for example, is a small altar whose single message, usually 

about personal welfare, beams constantly outward. Figural sculptures are often altars, as are power 

images such as those of the Fon and Bamana of West Africa and the Kongo of Congo, which assemble 

diverse materials. All shrines and altars are instrumental; they exist to accomplish something, to offer a 

charged site from which petitions and sacrifices are channeled to ancestors, spirits, and deities on behalf 

of people needing help. 

Altars and shrines range from small portable objects to entire buildings full of sacred materials. 

Small altars such as figural sculptures among the lgbo and Baule may be invoked for personal or family 

benefit. Many shrines maintained by lineages focus on ancestors, both those who have actually lived and 

4-21 Bogolan (basiae)
Bamana potter (numumusu), before
1956
Cotton cloth and dyes, 137 cm.
Mali
British Museum
Photo:
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collect
ion/object/E_Af1956-27-10

While this bogolan was probably used during a girl's 
initiation, other types of mud-dyed cloth are sewn 
into shirts for hunters, who need to be shielded from 
the nyama lurking in the wilderness and flowing 
from the blood of the animals they kill. The women 
who paint these geometric shapes on bogolan often 
give them individual names and meanings. Some 
signs may refer to the great Mande epics, to ideal 
behavior, or to the problems encountered by women. 

4-19 Shrine for Kono
Bamana Kono association
Adobe, iron
Mpessoba, Mali
1997 Photo by Catherine de Clippel: http://www.declippel-catherine.com/bamana.php

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 136

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/E_Af1956-27-10
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/E_Af1956-27-10
http://www.declippel-catherine.com/bamana.php


died, and founding ancestors whose historical existence may or may not be factual, but whose moral force 

is unquestioned. Ancestral shrines contain symbols- stones, ceramic vessels, trees, figures, or 

accumulations- which focus ritual and often involve sacrifice. Larger, composite shrines serve entire 

communities and incorporate specific and general powers. The gods in such shrines are often called 

tutelary, meaning protective. They are often associated with various aspects of the natural world (local 

rivers or forests, the earth, the sky, thunder, iron, or other phenomena) and watch over human and 

agricultural productivity and the people's health and welfare. 

Consecration rituals bring community shrines into worshipers' "lives," and rituals again activate 

their powers when worshipers need them. These rituals are generally overseen by a permanent priest or 

priestess, who is believed to have close ties with the god and has been trained in its needs and actions. 

Such rituals normally involve sacrifice, from an offering of coins or a splash of wine, to blood from a 

ritually killed animal. Sacrificial blood is seen as food for the god. The rest of the animal is suitable only 

for mere mortals, and is later divided ceremoniously and shared out among worshipers to be eaten. 

A self-conscious, artistic arrangement of furnishings is common, although many shrines have what appear 

to outsiders to be disorderly arrangements. Large accumulations of offerings such as clay, shells, broken 

pottery, or metal blades are common. Blood and chicken feathers are the most usual sacrificial residue, 

proof that the gods have been well fed. Today,some shrine sculptures have been removed, often sold. Yet 

shrines remain active, proof that most cultures understand such images to be symbolic, and not deities in 

themselves. HMC 

include iron staffs, masks, and masquerade costumes, but the most powerful item possessed by a jo is an 

altar, or boli (pl. boliw). The boli illustrated here (fig. 4-23) is an amorphous three-dimensional object 

formed of dark layers of mysterious materials, all of them secret and all of them laden with nyama. The 

size of a small child, its ambiguous form seems to evoke an animal. A hollow channel running from 

"mouth" to "anus" may have allowed libations to be poured through it. The boli was activated, spiritually 

charged, when it received the libations, the blood sacrifices, and sometimes the spittle of the assembled 

members of the association. It was thus a reservoir of their personal nyama. This sacred object closely 

resembles a boli that French visitors stole in the 1930s.  They took it from a sanctuary of the men's 

association known as Kono, whose leaders were bards, djeliw (known in French as griots).  Bards are 

4-19 Boli for a jo
Bamana before 1960
Mixed materials, 20” long
Mali
Metropolitan Museum of Art
Photo: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/312389

https://africa.si.edu/collections/objects/16970/crest-
mask?ctx=a84c6cbb9ce72420903130e24406f7f273c12c91&idx=7

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 137

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/312389
https://africa.si.edu/collections/objects/16970/crest-mask?ctx=a84c6cbb9ce72420903130e24406f7f273c12c91&idx=7
https://africa.si.edu/collections/objects/16970/crest-mask?ctx=a84c6cbb9ce72420903130e24406f7f273c12c91&idx=7


nyamakalaw who have served noble families as praise singers and leatherworkers, and who are noted 

musicians.  

The origins of Kono may extend back over seven hundred years. According to the writings of a 

fourteenth-century visitor to the Mali court,  

When it is a festival day ... the poets ... come. Each one of them has got inside a costume made of 
feathers to look like a thrush with a wooden head for it and a red beak as if it were the head of a 
bird.  They stand before the sultan ... and recite their poetry ... I was informed this practice is old 
amongst them ... 

During the twentieth century, masqueraders for both Kono and a powerful jo known as Komo have worn 

feathered costumes, and a type of “horizontal helmet mask” that resembles those associated with occult 

power across much of the West African savannah (see Chapter 3).  The projecting jaws on these masks 

could have been interpreted as a bird's beak. 

Great amounts of nyama are wielded by the blacksmiths who direct Komo, a social, political, 

religious, and judicial association led by blacksmiths (numuw). Various accounts of its origin claim that 

Komo was spread through the Mali empire by a blacksmith who served Sundjata, or that a Mansa of 

ancient Mali purchased Komo during his stay in Mecca. Despite these attempts to link it with the spread 

of Islam, Komo has often been persecuted by Islamic leaders. Its political roles brought it in to conflict 

with colonial authorities as well. Yet in some areas this association has survived as a potent guarantee of 

public security, as a defense against witchcraft and anti-social behavior and as an educational institution 

for men who seek to understand the secrets of the world around them.  

Few photographs of Komo masquerades exist, for women and nonmembers are usually barred 

from Komo ceremonies. The dancers' costumes evidently consist of a series of rings into which feathers 

and other materials are set. The entire body is hidden. Upon the dancer's head is a headdress known as

look like an animal. But it is not an animal; it is a secret." Indeed, although the domed central hemisphere, 

projecting jaws, and backswept horns of a headdress for Kono or Komo might recall the horizontal style 

of Ci Wara crests, the komo kun is startlingly different from Bamana art works described as having di 

(sweetness). It is caked with a grayish dark substance, once wet and glistening, now dry and flaking. 

Horns of slain antelopes are lashed to the wooden substructure. Bundles of grasses and plant materials, 

skulls, bones, and parts of animals may also be embedded in the thick surface. 

4-24 Komo kun 

"head of Komo," komo kun (fig. 4Bamana -24). SeKomo assodu Traorciation, e, a Bbeforeama 1972na  numu, has said, "The komo kum is made to 

Mixed materials 
Indiana University 
Photo: https://artmuseum.indiana.edu/collections-
online/browse/object.php?number=72.111 
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Komo masters, komotigiw, cover a komo kun with mysterious materials to intimidate their 

audience and to refer to their secret knowledge of powerful substances. Some particularly powerful masks 

appear to spit fire and will engage our masqueraders in ritual combat.  Leaders explain that the impression 

the headdress makes on the senses is but the outward manifestation of the nyama contained within it. By 

unleashing a properly prepared komo kun, a masquerader is empowered to perceive and destroy evil. In 

fact, a komo kum can be described as a mobile boli. 

Kore, Secular Masquerades, and Puppetry 

Another particularly powerful jo was once called Kore. Seemingly less wide-spread and influential than 

in the past, Kore once sponsored a vibrant form of theater, challenging immoral authority and hypocritical 

morality through the sexually explicit gestures and buffoonery of its masquerades. Dancers promoted 

common decency by mocking irresponsible and outrageous behavior. Kore performances seem to have 

featured both puppets and masqueraders, the latter wearing wooden face masks in the shape of the lazy or 

wily animals they portrayed. 

A rare photograph of a Kore horse masquerade, taken by a French anthropologist in the 1930s, 

shows this kore duga wearing a heavy wooden mask with long mule-like ears, a domed forehead, pierced 

eyes, and a square muzzle (fig. 4-25). In one hand he carries a long wooden imitation of a sword, and in  

the other he manipulates his beribboned penis-like "mount." The long slit in the oval object against one 

shoulder is a clear reference to female genitals. The rest of the net costume holds discarded objects and 

refuse. The Kore duga is clearly the antithesis of a polite and responsible Bamana person. 

Kore 's role in exposing human frailties, and in reinforcing the common values of society, is 

partially filled today in Mande-s peaking regions by community age-grades. These associations, usually 

called Kamelon Ton, organize young men and women into groups by age and act as self-help 

organizations. In order to raise funds and provide entertainment for a community, members of a Kamelon 

Ton (particularly those of the Somono, the Bozo, and the Bamana peoples) put on elaborate performances 

that can last several days. Today competitions between groups are sponsored by cultural associations, and 

by the organizers of festivals such as a celebration of music and performance held in Segou.  However,  

4-25 Kore masquerader
Bamana
Mixed media
Mali
Archival photograph, Musee Quai
Branly: http://quaibranly.fr/en/explore-
collections/base/Work/action/show/notic
e/546539-rite-de-la-societe-kore/page/1/

French researchers in the middle of the twentieth 
century wrote that a man would need to join five 
major Bamana associations (Ntomo, Tyi Wara, Komo, 
Kono, and Nama) before being initiated into Kore. 
They believed that Kore masquerades such as this 
represented the culmination of a man's education and 
served as the foundation for a moral society. Although 
their findings cannot be verified today, they do 
indicate that Kore masqueraders once played an 
important role in Bamana culture. .....__ 

J 
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rivalries between groups have always animated the performances of these youth groups. In addition to 

music and masquerades, Kamelon Ton productions may feature huge zoomorphic structures, which are 

constructed of brightly woven and appliqued cloth and plant fiber on a wooden frame (fig. 4-26), and are 

fitted with carved, moveable heads (fig. 4-26A). Hidden performers supporting the body of the beast 

allow it to dance to the accompanying music. 

As an added bonus, these huge mobile creatures bristle with rod puppets, consisting of wooden 

sculptures of heads, or partial figures on sticks. The brightly painted and clothed puppets are also 

manipulated by the performers. These puppet characters are often generic (the back of a typical " 

beautiful woman" may be seen in fig. 4-26), but they act out various plots and sub plots whose specific 

political and social references are couched within more generalized messages about leadership, heroism, 

and community relationships.  Age-grades and other theatrical groups among some Mande-speaking 

peoples may present only the animated animal itself, without using it as a stage for puppets. In some 

southern Mande-speaking areas, these huge animal masquerades are considered secret, and may not be 

viewed by women. Usually, however, female singers participate in the performance, providing important 

verbal, visual, and musical accompaniment. 

Boundaries between secular and sacred performances in Mande- speaking communities are not 

always as clear as this discussion of Bamana arts might suggest. The gaily colored animal who dips and 

swings and raises its head is able to do so in part because of the nyama of the dancers. A Komo 

masquerader who emits strange noises, breathes fire, and rises high into the air can entertain as well as 

inspire his audience. In both private religious ceremonies and public spectacles, displays of art lead 

communities to reflect upon their values and their history. 

ARTS OF THE HOME 

The puppetry, masquerades, and statuary described above are displayed at festivals and ceremonies, and 

then returned to storage. While these dramatic art forms impress locals and outsiders alike, well-made 

4-26 Sogo bo masquerade
Somono or Bozo, 2018
Niger River? Mali
Photo:  Anthony Pappone
https://www.culturesofwestafrica.com/sogo-bo-masquerade/

4-26A Portion of a masquerade
Bozo or Bamana
Mali
Photo: Elisabeth den Otter
http://www.unima-usa.org/pi-41-selection-1
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items used in everyday life are often overlooked by visitors. These household arts include the large ovoid 

water storage pots and other impressive ceramic vessels made by Mande-speaking numumusu and by 

other female potters in neighboring groups. In some Mande-speaking regions, domestic art forms made by 

women also include the painted and sculpted ornamentation of houses and compounds. 

Soninke women who live along the Senegal River in southern Mauritania and eastern Senegal 

paint the interiors and exteriors of their homes (fig. 4-27). Unlike the more tightly organized shapes of 

 Bamana women's bogolanfini, which are monochromatic, these murals use a range of yellows and reds 

obtained from local minerals, and light blue and green pigments that use local materials. Although these 

Soninke homes have been documented by a number of photographs and at least one architectural study, it 

was the painting techniques and materials that intrigued Namibian photographer Margaret Courtney-

Clarke. Little research has been done on the meaning of the motifs, but it is possible that the murals offer 

protection and blessing as well as beauty, just as the wall paintings created by Soninke-speaking Harratin  

women for patrons in the oasis city of Walata, Mauritania, relate to ideas of prestige, fertility, increase, 

and community (see fig. 1-27). 

Men and women throughout Africa hang photographs on their walls both to embellish their 

homes and to honor family members. In this region the practice began during the early twentieth century, 

when wealthy Africans in the cities of Dakar, St. Louis, and Bamako began to commission portraits from 

local photographers. One of the most talented photographers working in Bamako during the mid-

twentieth century was Seydou Keita (1923- 2004), who produced thousands of portraits between 1949 

and his retirement in 1977. A photograph from 1958 demonstrates his meticulous craft (fig. 4-28). Keita 

has posed his pensive subject with a flower, created an interesting range of textures and patterns with his 

cloth backdrop, and selected an exposure that enhances the range of light and dark in this black-and-white 

composition. The subject chose her own hat and her dress, which reflect both contemporary French 

fashion and Malinke preferences for elaborate headdresses and bright cloth. 

4-18 Studio photograph of a young woman, re-printed in Europe
Seydou Keita
Photographic print made from the original negative of c. 1958
Bamako, Mali

Photo: https://www.artsy.net/artwork/seydou-keita-untitled-portrait-1 

4-27 Silla Camara painting a mural on her home
Soninke painting techniques, 1988
Djajibinni, Mauritania
Margaret Courtney-Clarke photograph: http://www.margaret-courtney-clarke.com/african-
canvas.html
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Originally Keita produced fairly small prints for clients, and they were displayed in discreet glass 

frames in private homes. After Seidou's negatives were purchased by (or lent to) foreign entrepreneurs, 

professional photographers in Europe and the United States printed the images on an enormous scale on 

expensive paper yielding deep, rich contrasts.  Some of these splendid photographic prints are over six 

feet tall and fill the walls of the galleries where they have been displayed. The photograph reproduced 

here was printed in Europe and is at least four to five times larger than the photograph originally printed 

by Keita for a customer. Critics have noted that European reprints of Keita's work raise interesting issues 

about authenticity and the photographic image, especially since there is no evidence that Keita himself 

approved of the ways in which his negatives were used to make these new prints. 

Seidou Keita's work was first brought to the attention of the global art world by Malick Sidibe, a 

leading photographer in Bamako. Sidibe has received critical acclaim for his own photographic portraits. 

He and his assistants also produced candid images of young men and women of the 1960s and 1970s, 

who danced, played, and posed in urban sites outside of the studio (fig. 4-29), and he has mentored a 

generation of photographers in Mali. By the late twentieth century, exhibitions of contemporary 

photography were being held regularly in Bamako.  

Photographs are easily damaged by sun, heat, and dust, and most African studios printed only 

black and white photographs during the twentieth century.  During the 1980s and 1990s, families often 

opted for more durable painted portraits. In Senegal, Muslim families displayed devotional images as well 

as portraits in their homes. Views of Mecca, figures of holy men such as Cheik Amadou Bamba, and 

inscriptions from the Qur'an were popular, as were satirical and proverbial scenes criticizing misbehavior. 

These were often painted in solid colors on a pane of glass, which was then turned over and framed.  The 

shiny exposed surface could be easily dusted and polished.  

A painting on glass by Gora M'bengue (1931- 88), one of the masters of this genre, depicts the 

Senegalese icon alBuraq, the winged horse with the head of a woman who is believed to have transported 

Muhammad through the night (fig. 4-30). The female head or the mystical horse wears gold earrings 

4-30 Devotional image of al-Buraq
Gora Mbengue (1931-1988), 1975.
Painting on glass (“sous verre”)
Senegal
Brooklyn Museum
Photo:
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/164604

4-29 Candid photograph from a party
Malick Sidibe or assistants, 1970s
Black and white photograph
Bamako, Mali
Photo: http://www.artnet.com/artists/malick-sidibe/regardez-moi-a-
IRgK18TcHLE4Mmvylz3_bg2
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and the gold hair ornaments of wealthy Senegalese women, and both her wings and tail are represented as 

if they were made of costly fabric. 

MODERNIST ART IN SENEGAL 

Glass painters such as Gora M' bengue, who sold their work in local markets and shops in the twentieth 

century, rarely attended art school, but rather learned their trade by apprenticing themselves to established 

artists. Formally educated artists, in contrast, have worked with the international art world in mind, with 

its network of galleries, museums, collectors, and critics.  The art schools and institutions of Senegal 

flourished under the patronage of President Léopold Sédar Senghor during the two decades following its 

independence from France in 1960. While pursuing his advanced studies at French universities, Senghor 

had joined a circle of intellectuals from Africa, the Caribbean and Europe, and developed a philosophy 

known as Négritude.  The most dedicated of his followers was Papa Ibra Tall (born 1935), who had also 

studied in France. Upon his return to Senegal, Tall taught for several years at Senghor's Ecole des Beaux-

Arts in Dakar. The rhythmic, colorful images in his work were drawn from a heritage that Négritude

presented as pan-African. His approach influenced a generation of artists from this institute, even though 

few of them actually had the opportunity to work directly with Tall. This was because Tall founded the 

artists who created abstracted images with African themes using imported fibers and looms, and French 

weaving techniques. Tall's Royal Couple is a masterful example of one of those woven wall hangings, 

which circulated widely in international exhibitions (fig. 4-31). 

Iba N’Diaye (1928-2008), who lived in Paris for most of his life, joined his compatriot Papa Ibra 

Tall from 1959 to 1967 as department head at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Dakar. His watercolors and 

lush oil paintings reveal the depth of N’Diaye’s engagement with European painting traditions.  One 

particularly intriguing artwork also demonstrates his familiarity with the art history of Europe.  Titled 

Juan de Pareja Threatened by Dogs (1986), the painting is an expatriate African artist’s response to a 

portrait of the enslaved or indentured Spanish artist Juan de Pareja (fig. 15-1).  Pareja’s portrait had been 

painted by his owner or master, the artist DiegoVelaquez, in 1650 (fig. 15-1A).  N’Diaye captures the 

hostile attitudes encountered by African artists, and by artists of African descent, who work in cultures 

where they are seen as exotic outsiders.  It reminds us that Iba N’Diaye, regarded with respect as a teacher 

4-31 Royal Couple

Papa Ibra Tall (b. 1935-2015) 

Thies, Senegal 

Wool tapestry, 7’ 3” 

Collection of the artist’s estate 

Photo:  

rla/25077943762/in/photostream/ 

 

The philosophical ideas of Négritude are evident in 

the poetic title, the mask-like figure, and (most of

  all) 

the strong rhymns of the composition, which repeats 

similar contours, shapes, and colors.  Léopold Sédar 

Senghor believed that artistic expression was an 

authentically African contribution to the world, and 

music, and poetry. 
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and intellectual in his native Senegal, was merely an immigrant in Paris, as his religion and ethnicity 

assigned him marginal status in France.  

One of the most gifted artists who drew upon the legacy of Iba N'Diaye was Mor Faye (1947- 85), who 

participated in Senghor's 1963 Festival of Negro Arts as a teenager, and eventually taught at the Ecole des 

Beaux Arts in Dakar. Tragically, this fine artist contracted cerebral malaria, which caused him to suffer 

from bouts of insanity. During these episodes he destroyed his work, and he was placed a mental 

institution. After his death, friends discovered that he had left over eight hundred paintings, all in an 

intense and personal style. One particularly vivid example has few local, national or even pan-African 

points of reference, but is intensely personal in its expression (fig. 4-32).  

While few other careers ended so tragically, the 1980s were a difficult time for many Senegalese artists. 

When Senghor left the presidency, the country began to cut back on its investments in culture, and in the 

visual arts. Painters and sculptors who were accustomed to state support needed to find new venues and 

new forms of patronage. Some enterprising artists turned this crisis into an opportunity for creative 

growth. A group of artists were involved with Set Setal, an anti-corruption and "clean-up" campaign of 

the late 1980s. These artists and their academically trained colleagues worked with sign painters, 

amateurs, and children to create murals and outdoor sculpture addressing the problems of urban Senegal. 

In place of expensive paints and imported canvases, artists in Dakar began to use recycled objects and to 

explore installations and performance. Instead of exhibiting in spaces provided by the government, the 

artists displayed their work in private residences or on the street, where they were visible to the urban 

15-1 Juan de Pareja Agressé par les Chiens (Juan de Pareja Threatened by Dogs), 1986
Iba N’Diaye (1928-2008)
Senegalese artist based in Paris, France
Oil on canvas, 64”
Private collection
Photo: http://www.arthistoryarchive.com/arthistory/contemporary/images/IbaNDiaye-Juan-de-Pareja-Attacked-
by-Dogs-1986.jpg

4-32 Untitled, 1984
Mor Faye (1947-85)
Dakar, Senegal
Acrylic on paper
Photo: https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/13/arts/design/review-african-art-in-a-game-of-catch-up.html

15-1A Juan de Pareja (1650)
Diego Rodríquez de Silva y Velázquez (1599-1660)
Spanish artist based in Madrid
Oil on canvas, 64”
Metropolitan Museum of Art
Photo: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portrait_of_Juan_de_Pareja
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population. By the late 1990s, national and international funding for the arts increased, and a biennial 

called "Dak'art" was launched. Today that exhibition, like the festivals held decades ago, features new and 

exciting art from many nations of the African continent. 

One of the many outstanding artists who worked throughout this turbulent period was Fode 

Camara (born 1958). His luminously beautiful canvases have addressed painful issues such as the slave 

trade, and the legacy of history. In a series titled Acculturation (fig. 4-33) Camara explores Senegalese 

identity, and the myriad cultural choices facing an artist working in an African capital rather than in a 

European or American center of the global art world. Hiding his face, the central figure appears to be 

asking what he can reveal of himself. 

Unlike Fode Camara, Ousmane Sow (1935) was not trained as an artist. He earned a university 

degree in France in physical therapy, which he practiced there for many years before returning to Senegal 

at age 50 in order to devote himself entirely to sculpture. He then created series of muscular figures, most 

larger than lifesize. Usually the figures represented men (and some women) from places and from periods 

that captured his imagination. They included Nuba wrestlers, Maasai warriors, Fulani herders, and Zulu 

kings. A work first exhibited in 1999 presented scenes from the nineteenth-century American battle of 

Little Big Horn, seen here in its installation on a bridge in Paris, France (fig. 4-34). His modeled and 

 painted figures – which in this case represented soldiers of the U.S. Cavalry and Native American 

warriors - dramatically capture intense expressions, tightened muscles, and shifting centers of gravity. 

Their rough, organic surfaces, formed of substances whose composition Sow would not divulge, are 

reminiscent of Bamana boliw. 

MODERN ART AND FASHION IN BAMAKO 

The Institut National des Arts (INA) in the Malian capital, Bamako, taught students the fundamentals of 

Western painting in the 1960s and 1970s.  However, the approaches taken by graduates of the INA have 

led them to new and exciting dialogues with their own artistic heritage. A group of four young male 

artists, who all graduated from the INA in 1978, went to live in a village in the Segou region in order to 

4-33 Acculturation II, 2000
Fode Camara, Senegalese artist b. 1958
Acrylic, 75”
National Museum of African Art
Photo: https://africa.si.edu/collections/objects/14170/acculturation-
ii?ctx=568f754b52f6351a34032e21dd590cce385e1b61&idx=0

4-34 Battle of Little Big Horn, 1999
Ousmane Sow (1935-2016)
Senegalese sculptor
Mixed media, 20 lifesize figures and 12 lifesize horses
https://www.voaafrique.com/a/senegal-arts-sculpture-obseques-ousmane-sow/3625425.html
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research the bogolan created by women in that community. They learned to manipulate the traditional 

dyes and processes of bogolan, and they learned to interpret the symbols displayed on the cloth. Some 

symbols, they have explained, refer to abstract concepts, while others recall the epic battles of historical 

figure s such as the great Sundjata, or the nineteenth-century warrior Samory. Just as Bamana women 

work together to complete their bogolan, the young men vowed to work as a team, and to create their 

mud-dyed art works as a collective. They named their group Bogolan Kasobane, and they worked 

together for almost three decades on a variety of projects (see fig. 5-48).   

Ismail Diabate (1948), a professor of the INA, was a founder of Mali's Association Nationale des 

Artistes, and worked with monotypes, and in various media. Yet like Bogolan Kasobane, he also turned 

from the use of expensive foreign art materials and began to create paintings using natural dyes.  His 

integration of Bamana cultural traditions and the abstraction of European modernism may be seen in this 

painting of a crowd of women from the early 1990s.   

Bogolanfini also was an inspiration for fashion designer Chris Seydou (Seydou Nourou Doumbia, 

1949-1994), who worked for several firms in Paris before moving the Ivory Coast and creating his own 

fashion lines.  Together with Alpha Oumar Konaté, a fashion designer based in Niger, he popularized the 

use of bogolan colors, motifs, and overall aesthetic in clothing in global fashion and interior design. 

Thanks to the work of Seydou, bogolan became a marker for pan-Africanism in the United States.   

Abdoulaye Konate (born 1953) also studied at the National Art Institute at Bamako, but he 

completed his training in Havana, Cuba.  Returning to Bamako, he worked at the National Museum of 

Mali for many years before becoming director of the cultural center known as the Palais de Culture du 

Mali. Most of Konate's works are large mixed media installations addressing political and social issues. 

An early sculptural piece, The Drama of the Sahel (1991), incorporated a human skeleton, and was a 

memorial to the effects of the drought that devastated vast regions along the southern reaches of the 

Sahara in the early 1970s. Another installation, that featured an abandoned car and a television set that 

broadcast videos of speeches, critiqued politicians’ responses to humanitarian crises. Striving to Konate 

use locally available materials and imagery, which can communicate to his fellow citizens of Mali, these 

installations drew upon the Mande world's traditions of puppetry and masquerades, where social 

commentary and political insights are provided through large-scale, dramatic art works. 

For the last two decades, however, Konate has taken a new approach, sewing amulets and strips 

of cloth into huge textiles that hang like curtains across walls and gallery spaces.  Many are beautifully 

4-35 Foule de Mars
Ismael Diabate, Malian painter (b. 1948)
Bamako, Mali
Bogolan (dye on local cotton cloth), 80 cm.
Photo: https://www.revuenoire.com/en/edition/revuenoire-17/
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textured compositions in deep hues that are beautiful as well as provocative. A work commissioned for an 

Italian collection, titled No to Sharia in the Sahel (fig. 4-36), is constructed of appliqued strips and shapes  

that dramatically evoke the crisis of 2013, when Islamicists captured territory in northern Mali and 

attempted to impose their own strict interpretations of Sharia law of the population before being driven 

out by a multi-national force.  While using materials available in Bamako, and employing assistants who 

are trained in local textile arts, Konate’s work addresses issues that address intercontinental concerns.  

4-36 No to Sharia in the Sahel, 2013
Abdoulaye Konate, Malian artist, b. 1953,
Appliqued cloth, 350 cm across
Bamako, Mali
http://www.drosteeffectmag.com/white-hunter-african-art-west-fm-milano/
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CHAPTER 5 

THE WESTERN SUDAN 

HERBERT M. COLE 

MAPS AND TIMELINE 

The Western Sudan is often described as the broad savannah whose heart is the great arc of the Niger 

River.  In this book, it will be more narrowly defined as bordered by the Central Sudan in the east and 

northeast (in Chapter 3), the Akan peoples of the south (in Chapter 7), and the Mande-speaking peoples to 

the west and northwest (here placed in chapter 4). As in neighboring regions, the armies of great empires 

swept through the Western Sudan.  However, most of the cultures examined in this chapter resisted Islam 

for centuries, preserving their religions and other cultural traditions into the twentieth century.  

Linguistic borders in the Western Sudan tend to mark artistic borders as well, with speakers of 

each language cultivating its own forms and styles. Generally, the populations in this chapter speak 

languages classified as Gur, but several groups speak Mande languages, and Dogon languages still resist 

classification.  Yet the linguistic and cultural picture is even more complex than it appears at first glances, 

as a community assigned a single label (such as “Senufo”) will actually contain occupational groups with 

varied origins who speak completely different languages.  There are also shared artforms that cross ethnic 

boundaries, and cross-cultural institutions that reflect a long history of migration and social interchanges 

that link diverse populations.   

Dwelling largely in rural towns and villages in the nations of Burkina Faso, and parts of Mali, 

Ivory Coast, Ghana, Togo and the Republic of Benin, most of the people in the Western Sudan are 

farmers who raise subsistence crops in the dry savannah climate. With the exception of the Mossi, who 

are Burkinabe (citizens of Burkina Faso), they have neither kings nor centralized political systems. Their 

most common building material is clay, and their adobe architecture (created by male architects) is often 

sculptural. Some groups embellish their buildings inside and out with visually striking, symbolically rich 

designs, invariably painted by women. 

Across the region, masquerades aid in transforming deceased people in to productive and helpful 

ancestors and dramatize the crucial importance of good harvests in areas of poor soil and relatively little 

rainfall. Throughout the Western Sudan as in much of the rest of Africa, masks and other sculpted forms 

are not literal representations of life forms but embodiments of complex ideas. Countless altars and 

shrines throughout the region are dedicated to spirits that are embodied in wood, metal, or mixed media 

sculptures. Male blacksmiths are often the primary sculptors, and their female relatives are responsible for 

other art forms, especially pottery. Along with other occupational groups such as sculptors and weavers, 

blacksmiths are often segregated within the community and accorded considerable ritual power. 

THE TELLEM 
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Running parallel to the Niger on its northward swing through present day Mali is the Bandiagara 

escarpment. A spectacular cliff some 125 miles long and up to 2000 feet in height, it presides 

over an austere and dramatic landscape. For several centuries the cliff region has been home to the Dogon 

people, discussed later in this chapter. The Dogon were preceded in the area by a people known as 

Tellem, whose burials, granaries, and artifacts have been discovered in the numerous caves that dot the 

cliff (fig. 5-2).  Some Tellem sites have been excavated by archaeologists, while others have been looted 

by foreign visitors and art dealers.  Tellem objects may also have been re-purposed or re-used in Dogon 

communities. 

The Tellem seem to have flourished from about AD 1000 until the arrival of the first Doon 

immigrants some five hundred years later.  Tellem artifacts discovered in archaeological excavations 

include neckrests to support the head during sleep, lip ornaments of rock crystal, pottery fragments, 

implements such as hoes and knives, and the earliest known examples of woven cloth in West Africa. 

While archaeologists have documented marked physical differences between the bodies laid in Tellem 

and Dogon burials, the artistic boundaries between the two groups of people are improperly understood. 

Several sculptures purchased in (or looted from) the region, long thought to be characteristically Dogon, 

have been tested and have radio-carbon dates from the Tellem era (see Techniques for Dating African Art, 

Chapter 2) while a particular style long assumed to be Tellem now seems to have continued  into the 

twentieth century (see fig. 5-5). Clearly, Tellem and Dogon sculpture cannot be distinguished on the basis 

of style alone, and the nature of the cultural relationship between the two populations remains a mystery. 

THE DOGON 

The Dogon migrated into the Bandiagara region mainly in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Oral 

history traces their origins to the Mande territories to the southwest.  Linguistic and cultural evidence, 

however, points to origins in the south east, in the Yatenga region of Burkina Faso. Both theories may be 

correct, as the Dogan may well have multiple origins. Clearly, they share some art forms with their 

neighbors.  In earlier centuries the Dogon built their villages on the top of the Bandiagara escarpment, on 

its rocky bluffs, or snuggled up under the vertical cliff faces on its steep talus slopes (see fig. 5-2). Such 

difficult-to-reach locations afforded some protection from periodic invasions by the mounted warriors of 

the Mossi and Fulani. After the French colonial government conquered the region in the last decades of 

the nineteenth century, many Dogon left the cliffs for the plains beyond them. Today, a diverse Dogon 

population of nearly 300,000 is dispersed through some 700 villages, most of them averaging fewer than 

500 people. Dogan country once supported abundant wildlife - leopard, lion, antelope, crocodile, and 

5-2 View of the Bandiagara escarpment, with homes and granaries of a Dogon community at the base, and
ancient tombs in the face of the cliff.
Mali
Photo: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bandiagara_Escarpment
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other animals - which the Dogon hunted and depicted in their art. The wildlife has largely disappeared, 

however and the Dogon now rely on agriculture and tourism. Excellent farmers, they manage to wrest 

subsistence grain crops and onions as a cash crop from poor soil in an area that receives little rain. 

The Dogon have been among the most intensively studied of all African peoples. Led by the 

French anthropologist Marcel Griaule, who first visited the region in the 1930s, scholars of the colonial 

era constructed a vision of Dogon life and thought  in  which every detail of the culture can be seen to 

reflect the symbolism derived from elaborate creation legends. This cosmology, ripe with many layers of 

meaning, has provided a fertile resource for theorizing about Dogon art, and compelling interpretations 

have been based on it. However, foreign scholars who have conducted fieldwork in the region since the 

late twentieth century have called many such interpretations into question. These anthropologists and art 

historians have been unable to verify earlier findings, and have been more interested in how Dogon 

communities actually use and think about their art. In light of such disputes, many scholars now advocate 

a more conservative approach to interpreting Dogon art, relying on documented evidence of use and 

referring only cautiously to creation legends. 

Sculpture 

Most Dogon sculpture is created by blacksmiths, who work in wood as well as metal. As in some other 

African regions, Dogon smiths comprise a hereditary occupational group, respected and often feared for 

their deep learning and occult powers and living somewhat apart from Dogon farmers. The works of these 

artists are visually compelling as well as diverse in form and style. Their exact functions and meanings, 

however, often remain obscure. In the past, such works have been referred to as ancestor figures, yet the 

degree to which they actually refer to legendary or historical ancestors is contested. It may be that they 

were originally created to represent shrine owners or other living petitioners to ancestors. If this is true, 

then most Dogon sculpture can be interpreted as orants, or praying beings, whose purpose was to 

intercede with the spirit world on their owners' behalves, and it seems that many figures were placed in 

shrines as representatives of a petitioner, praying to spiritual beings on behalf of a person or a family. 

Most observers also agree that the figures themselves are altars in the sense that they serve as consecrated 

repositories of sacrificial materials, which may be left nearby or dripped or rubbed over the figures for 

solutions to such problems as illness, infertility, or drought. On some images these materials have built up 

a thick crust. 

Among the most distinctive of Dogon figures are those standing with one or both arms raised, a 

pose illustrated here by one of the largest Dogon sculptures known (fig. 5-4). Although the right arm of 
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the sculpture has been broken off above the elbow, clearly it too was raised. The raised-arm pose has been 

connected with prayer, especially for rain. Yet a variety of other meanings also may be implied. for 

example, the gesture may indicate penance for having caused a drought by breaking religious law. It 

may relate as well to the ceremony of casting grain from shrine roofs at the beginning of the planting 

season, and it also resembles a ritual motion made to ward off evil sorcery (the harnessing of supernatural 

forces to cause harm) or other dangers. 

Dogon sculptural styles vary from region to region. While not all sculpture can yet be assigned 

confidently to a particular area, the naturalistic, fleshy style of this life-size statue is associated with the 

Tintam region of northern Dogon country. Despite slightly bent knees, the figure stands with a stately 

erectness further emphasized by its elongated neck and strong oval head. Ample pectoral swellings, 

strongly suggestive of female breasts, counter the clear masculinity of the figure's genitalia and beard. 

Bisexual images occur with some frequency in Dogon art, and so this figure too can be seen as 

androgynous, simultaneously male and female. As such it may relate to aspects of Dogon thought about 

supernatural beings called nommo. 

The essence of nommo in Dogon belief is not altogether clear.  French researchers, following 

Griaule's lead, described them as primordial, pre-human ancestors, but nommo has recently been 

translated as "master of water," and may refer as well to powerful water spirits. Either way, nommo are 

bound up with ideas about couples, twins, and sexual duality, all of which are important in Dogon 

thought. Like nommo, androgynous beings are associated with two pre-social states of being - infancy and 

childhood. The Dogon practice both male and female circumcision; they believe these operations remove 

the female element from males and vice versa (see Chapter 4). Circumcision thus creates a wholly male or 

female person prepared to assume an adult role without the ambiguities of childhood.  Androgynous 

sculptures may thus refer to ideas of pre-cultural, primordial beings - perhaps nommo, perhaps children -

who preceded civilized institutions as they are now known. At the same time the figure's beard, as well as 

the jewelry worn on the arms and around the neck, suggest that the statue represents a personage - 

whether divine or human - whose social stature exceeds that of a revered male elder, and a position that 

matches its great size. 

Dogon styles have surely varied over time, as well as from region to region. Unfortunately, not 

enough works have been scientifically dated via radiocarbon and dendrochronology tests to construct a 

5-4 Standing figure with raised arms
Timtam style, Dogon blacksmith, radiocarbon dated to 1400 – 1700
Wood, 83” high
Bandiagara escarpment, Mali
Metropolitan Museum of Art
Photo:
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/310765?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;ft=d
ogon&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=1
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chronology of extant works. This monumental sculpture has been given a radiocarbon date that places it 

between the 15th and 17th centuries, suggesting that it may be contemporary with at least some of the 

figures in fired clay that were unearthed in the Inland Niger Delta (see Chapter 4). It was once assumed 

that simpler, more abstract figures were generally older than more detailed and naturalistic works, and 

that figures covered with a thick layer of sacrificial material even dated back to the time of the Tellem, 

before the 16th century. Clearly, the dates provided by the radiocarbon analysis of this figure (fig. 5-4) 

show that it might be just as old - or considerably older - than a nearly abstract, encrusted figure that has 

been said to be Tellem on the basis of style alone (fig. 5-5).  

As the French art dealer who first sold the figure is reputed to have removed Dogon artworks 

from caves in the Bandiagara Escarpment, and to have worked with others who also searched these sacred 

sites for Tellem and Dogon artifacts they could sell, it may well be ancient, and an example of Tellem 

style.  The torso is radically reduced to an elongated cylinder projecting from a conical base and two 

short, curved legs, and the face is obscured. Two longer, narrow cylinders project upward as arms, 

exerting an upward thrust that seems to embody the force of the gesture itself. 

Couples are the second most prevalent theme in Dagon sculpture. One of the finest of known 

Dogon works depicts a couple seated side by side on a single stool (fig. 5- 6). Although taken out of 

Mali by the same art dealer, it must have been kept in a shrine rather than deposited in a shelter in the 

cliffs, as the surface is fairly clean. It even may have been intended for public display, possibly at a 

funeral.   

Here the paired figures are virtually identical, to the point of near androgyny. The male is slightly 

larger and dominates by virtue of his apparently protective gesture, his right arm around the woman's 

neck, fingers resting on her breast. His left hand is connected to his genital area, referring to procreative 

powers. The woman carries a child on her back (not visible in the photograph) signaling her role as a 

nurturing mother.  The man similarly wears a quiver, which implies his role as hunter, warrior, and 

protector.  Both torsos are elongated tubular shapes, with articulations more schematic and rectilinear than 

5-5 Encrusted figure, possibly from a cave in the Bandiagara Escarpment
Dogon or Tellem, date unknown
Nimi village, Mali
Wood and sacrificial offerings, 24 ½”
Private collection
Photo:
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/736393?exhibitionId=%7
B866de01c-4752-40bf-aa98-
7f97e219e50d%7D&oid=736393&pkgids=602&pg=0&rpp=20&pos=112&f
t=*&offset=20

5-6 Seated couple
Dogon, date unknown
Mali
Wood and metal, 29”
Metropolitan Museum of Art
Photo:
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/310325?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;ft
=dogon&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=2

The simplicity and encrustation of 
this figure, formerly enough for 
scholars to label it as Tellem, are 
no longer deemed sufficient for 
such an attribution, or to assume 
that it was made over six hundred 
years ago. 
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organic.  Facial features too are highly conventionalized. Lightly incised straight lines, recalling 

scarification, appear on the faces and torsos, reinforcing the rectilinear shapes in the composition. This 

geometric style is said to have originated in the southern Dogon region.   

Man and woman are here seen as interdependent and complementary, ideas expressed by their  

nearly identical portrayal, their unity on a common base, the visual bridge of the man's arm, and the 

rhythmic alternation of positive and negative spaces of equal weight, as in the arm's-width space 

between arm and torso or the torsowidth space between male and female figures. At the base of the 

sculpture, four smaller figures help support the stool the couple rests on. These may refer to the support 

that ancestors or other spirits are believed to provide for the living, or (at the same time) present the 

couple as in the process of becoming ancestors themselves.  Their offspring would be honoring them 

(again, possibly at their funerals) as replicas of the first man and woman to create a family at the 

beginning of time, and as models for future generations to follow. 

Equestrian figures are a third common theme in Dogon art (fig. 5-7).  The horses are usually 

rendered more simply than their riders (compare, for example, the horse's curved, seemingly boneless legs 

with the rider 's clearly articulated joints).  Horses are generally associated with wealth and power in West 

Africa, as they are rare and expensive, and are often owned only by leaders. One of the few members of 

Dagon society likely to own a horse is the hogon. A priest of Lebe (a legendary ancestor and a deity 

concerned especially with agricultural fertility and crop growth), the hogon is the most powerful elder in 

the community. Dogon equestrian figures have thus often believed to depict these men. Yet there may 

also be mythical references in these equestrians, connecting an image of living leaders to heroes or to 

divine beings of the past.  Furthermore, the Dogan have also known riders as invading warriors and as 

emissaries of foreign leaders, and these possible associations with outside forces should be kept in mind 

as well. The rider here wears a sheathed knife on his upper arm, and both rider and horse are adorned with 

carefully rendered ornaments. These signs indicate that the subject is an important personage, while the 

large size of the sculpture indicates that it is itself an important work. Note too that quite similar terracotta 

equestrian images come from Inland Niger Delta sites linked to the kingdom of ancient Mali (fig. 4-1). 

An equestrian image more firmly associated with the office of hogon forms part of one of the 

more complex Dogan figural carvings known (fig. 5-8). This lidded bowl is believed to have been owned 

5-7 Horse and rider
Dogon, date unknown (17th century?)
Mali
Wood, 32”
Dapper Foundation
Photo: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/736461?&exhibitionId=%7b866de01c-4752-
40bf-aa98-7f97e219e50d%7d&oid=736461&pkgids=602&pg=0&rpp=20&pos=12&ft=*&offset=20
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 by a hogon and would have contained food at his rites of investiture.  Elaborate embellishment marks it 

as a prestige vessel for display, indicating the high status of its owner. The lower section, carved from a 

single block of wood, comprises a bowl on a circular disk that is ringed by seated figures, all with 

prominent heads and well-defined breasts.  It is supported by two horses standing on a square base. The 

separate lid is ornamented with small figures in relief (only one of which has survived), and is crowned 

with a large equestrian, which may invoke the first hogon, of the distant past. Horses are often depicted 

on food containers and may represent the animal ridden by the legendary hero who guided a sacred vessel 

to earth at the time of creation. This mythical vessel contained everything needed for life, including eight 

original pre-human ancestors descended from the first paired nommo. It is tempting to interpret this 

sculpture, which contained life-sustaining food offered by a hogon, as a metaphorical extension of that 

original sacred vessel. The encircling figures would represent the original ancestors, the equestrian on the 

lid the original hogon. All we can be sure of, however, is that the container is a virtuosic display of t he 

woodcarver's art. 

The iconography and use of wrought-iron figures are apparently similar to those of wood figures, 

although even fewer contexts for them have been recorded in field research. They are known to have 

appeared on shrines to Lebe, ancestors, and other spirits. The majority are cast as stakes, hooks, or canes 

that were both carried and inserted into the earthen altars or walls of shrines. Most iron figures, whether 

human or animal, are highly simplified, economical renderings.  Their abstraction stems partly from the 

techniques used to forge the iron. Spare human figures in iron repeat the common arms raised posture. 

While a number of very simple wrought-iron horses exist, antelopes, like the one shown in this example, 

are more rare (fig. 5-9). Here the smith has created a delicate but forceful sculpture with a few twists and  

bends, omitting the animal's body entirely, and playing with the fanciful neck curves. 

Architecture 

5-9 Stake with the head of an antelope
Dogon, date unknown
Mali
Iron, 11” (detail about 5”)
Metropolitan Museum of Art
Photo:
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/316653?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;a
o=on&amp;ft=Dogon+peoples&amp;offset=100&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=102

5-8 Horse and rider
Dogon, date unknown
Mali
Wood, 33”
Metropolitan Museum of Art
Photo:
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/312171?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;ft=d
ogon&amp;offset=20&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=35
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Like much architecture constructed of clay, especially in the African savannah, Dogon buildings are 

strongly sculptural. Some structures emphasize rounded forms, while others are more rectilinear. The 

most fluid, organic Dogon structures are sanctuaries (fig. 5-10) dedicated to binu, the immortal clan or 

lineage ancestors. Binu and their priests have several roles, but in the largest sense they are concerned 

with achieving and maintaining a balance between the supernatural and the present world, itself divided 

into the two realms of untamed nature and human culture. The rounded forms and fluid lines of these 

sanctuaries may be interpreted as a manifestation of the natural realm, while the rectilinear checkerboard 

design often painted on the façade (and visible in other views of this particular sanctuary) may refer 

symbolically to the ordered realm of culture. Scholars have for some time pointed to such visual symbols 

that refer to oppositions between the realms of nature (and the supernatural), and the regular organization 

of human communities. 

While these interpretations can surely be taken too far, aspects of them seem to hold up under 

scrutiny. The mystical flow of water and energy in nature, animated by supernatural forces, is shown 

graphically as flowing or zigzag lines. These are seen to contrast with the finite and crafted order of 

culture, which is represented in the geometry of weaving, the orderly divisions of cultivated fields, and 

such rectilinear structures as a lineage leader's house, or ginna (fig. 5-11).   

A ginna has numerous rectangular niches that create a grid pattern on the façade, a geometric 

precision that contrasts with the Binu shrine's organic quality. In the two illustrations here, taken in the 

Dogon town of Sangha, the two structures even face each other.  As the residence of the elder who is the 

lineage head, and as the site of additional altars to lineage ancestors, the ginna can be seen to represent 

order and wisdom, which are considered to be especially the province of elders. The orderly pattern may 

also evoke the every-repeating sequence of generations, and in some of these buildings, it seems that a 

sacrifice for each ancestral spirit was left in the appropriate niche. 

Similar geometrical patterns may be seen in the thick layers of millet stalks that insulate the roof 

of a men's meeting house, togu na (5-12), all laid down by generations of initiated young men. Literally a 

5-10 Binu sanctuary, cleaned of painting and sacrifices
Sangha, Mali
Adobe
Martin Gray photo:
https://sacredsites.com/africa/mali/dogon.html

5-11 Ginna, residence of a lineage head or hogon
Sangha, Mali
Adobe
Photo: Davide Comelli
https://www.flickr.com/photos/neslab/8238395296

Martin Gray photo:
https://sacredsites.com/africa/mali/dogon.html
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“house of words," the togu na is considered the head of the community. Often sited in a high place 

overlooking the village, the togu na is an exclusively male domain; it is here that men convene for work 

and rational deliberation, the essence of civilized life. The open building supported on numerous vertical 

posts, which may be carved of wood, modelled out of clay, or constructed of stacked stones. The 

geometry of the square or rectangular togu na contrasts with the oval, closed adobe structures that women 

retreat to during their menstrual periods. These are organic, womb-like containers that suggest the 

promise of fruitfulness. 

The supporting posts of a togu na may be carved as symbolic representation of women, with 

simplified facial features, abbreviated bodies, and large protruding breasts (fig. 5-12A). Togu na posts 

are frequently carved or decorated, with the female form appearing as the most common motif, especially 

on older structures. One togu na originally had an astonishing 105 posts, each one carved with large 

breasts. Since only a fraction of this number of posts would be needed to support the roof, the repetition 

must be essentially symbolic. While the togu na is a male domain, it is said that female ancestors visit at 

night to share in the deliberations, and the female posts can be said to represent this feminine presence. 

More subtly, multiplied female symbols in such a male context reinforce the gender reciprocity and 

balance seen in other areas of Dogon culture. A quintessential example of such interaction is a motif that 

can be seen equally as a female head on a long neck with breasts, or as a male phallus with testicles. 

Visible on several of the posts here, this striking visual pun simultaneously refers to male sexuality and 

female nurturing and abundance.  

Although many forms of Dogon architecture changed little over the course of the twentieth 

century, togu na posts erected in the 1980s had new and varied subject matter. The artists responsible for 

these modern posts were recognized in competitions, and their brightly colored scenes often featured 

more descriptive, even episodic and narrative scenes, sometimes using brightly colored with imported oil 

paints. However, few visitors have recorded such innovations in recent photographs, and this new 

imagery does not seem to have become popular with either Dogon communities, or the tourists who visit 

them. 

5-12A Supports for a togu na
Dogon blacksmiths, before 2000?
Madougou, Mali
Photo: Huib Blom
https://www.dogon-lobi.ch/Copie%20(64)%20de%2000yy.htm

5-12 Togu na above a village
Dogon age sets, date unknown
Badiagara Escarpment, Mali
http://peicarolinaaguilarmedina.blogspot.com/2015/
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Older Dogon architectural sculpture includes doors or shutters to granaries, shrines, and ginna. 

These were carved from a single plank or formed from two or three boards connected with wrought-iron 

staples. Most commonly, they feature rows of simplified, vertical, attenuated figures (fig. 5-13). This door 

also includes a lock, and in other examples, a pair of figures seem to be sitting atop the lock’s bolt case. 

The multiple figures on such doors have been interpreted as male and female lineage founders.  This 

interpretive reading is not based in field information, however. Although the exact symbolism of 

this door eludes us, we may still see it as a valued marker of a passageway to an important 

enclosure.  Doors photographed in Dogon villages today feature lizards, birds, human figures, 

breasts, and geometric motifs, often in multiples. 

Masks and Masquerades 

Dogon masking is connected to funerals but touches upon many aspects of life and thought. 

Masquerades are performed by a powerful corporate body called Awa, into which virtually all 

men are initiated. Awa itself is led by elders, or olubaru. The olubaru initiate youths and are 

masters of sigi so, the ritual language of the nature spirits that the masqueraders make manifest. 

All Awa initiates are introduced to sigi so along with mask rituals, dances, and gestures.  

Awa has as its principal shrine a thirty- to fifty-foot tall Great Mask, also called the 

mother of masks. The mask commemorates the first death in Dogon culture as recounted in 

legend, the death of a personage named Lebe Serou, who was transformed into a snake that is 

symbolized by the mask's towering superstructure. Having absorbed the spirit power released by 

death, a Great Mask is exceptionally powerful. Stored in natural rock shelters outside the 

village, where it absorbs the authority and power of past masks (fig. 5-15), it is essentially an 

altar. It is not worn and danced in the usual sense of serving as part of a transforming disguise, 

but rather is called upon to energize all Dogon masquerading.  

When an initiated man in one Dogon community dies, for example, the Great Mask is 

brought from its cave and stood against the ginna where the body lies. A live chicken is attached 

to the top of the mask and the death is announced to the mask as though it were a living being. 

After sacrifices are made to this mask-altar, several men dance collectively with it before returning it 

to its resting place.   

5-13 Door for a granary or shrine
Dogon blacksmith, before 1973
Wood, iron, 33”
Metropolitan Museum of Art
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/316729?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;ft=
dogon&amp;offset=80&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=82

5-15 Great Masks of the ancestors, stored in a rock shelter
Dogon, before 1970s
Kundu Kikinu, Mali
Photo: Huib Blom, Alamy Stock Photo A91458
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Public funerary rites in Dogon communities take place after the body of the deceased is laid in a 

cave or buried in the earth, and after the ginna (where the body might have been laid) has been purified.  

There are mock battles by men, wailing by women, and mimcry of wild animal behavior. Although the 

structure of funerals vary, usually a procession of mourners moves away from the community 

the next day, symbolically expelling the dead man. On the following day a masking sequence 

called bago bundo may be performed by five masked dancers, four with masks of fiber and 

cowrie shells called bede, representing women, and one with a tall male mask named sirige (fig. 

5-16).

Bago bundo has been interpreted as a symbolic reenactment of male and female 

interaction, at the same time stressing the community’s ability to overcome the chaos and 

destruction brought on by death.  Sirige, which dominates bago bundo, appears to be the public 

and visible representative of the Great Mask, though it also has other associations of its own.  

Smaller than the Great Mask, sirige is usually painted with orderly triangular motifs that 

alternate with grid-like openwork rectangles; both patterns are repeated vertically on its long 

plank. The openwork rectangles have been interpreted as the many generations of a great 

family. The mask is called the "tree," "ladder” or "big house" (ginna), which it symbolically 

represents. 

A far more elaborate Dogon masquerade is a collective funerary rite called dama. A 

complex, multifaceted art form, dama takes place over a period of six days once every several 

years (thirteen appears to be the average) and is part of a long ceremonial cycle known as sigui. 

The rite effects the permanent expulsion from the human community of the souls or spirits of 

those who have died since the last dama, and their incorporation into the supernatural realm as 

ancestors. Dozens, even hundreds, of varied masked spirits participate. The wealth and prestige 

of both the living and the commemorated dead are expressed by the size of the dama 

masquerade celebration and its audience, and a village may accumulate costly resources of food 

and drink over a period of many months or even years in preparation. Awa members are 

secluded in rock shelters for a period prior to the start of dama to prepare and renew their 

masks, musical instruments, and costumes. With pigments containing sacrificial blood, they 

paint designs on the rock walls of the shelter and touch the masks to them (fig. 5-16A). 

5-16 Sirige masquerade performing for foreign visitors
Dogon, date unknown
Bandiagara Cliffs, Mali
Photo: Irwin Bolwidt
https://www.flickr.com/photos/erwinb/194192551
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Olubaru, who make sacrifices to the Great Mask for each dama, oversee this activity. 

Dama typically begins with a serpentine procession of several dozen masked spirits from 

the wilderness into the village, made sacred by the presence of olubaru and the Great Mask. The 

power, danger and ritual knowledge lodged in the wilderness now enter the village. The 

community is transformed for six days by the authority of these masked supernaturals, called 

into action by drums. On the first day maskers may dance in the open area at the center of town, 

and the legend of the Awa society 's founding is recited.  On the second day, there may be 

masquerades and musicians in the town square as well as on the roofs of house or ginna of the 

deceased. On the third day, maskers might dance on or near the hogon's fields, as well as in the 

town, while further individual and group dances mark the remaining days, often to large 

audiences from surrounding communities. Since the 1990s, these audiences have included 

groups of tourists fortunate to attend the actual dama ceremonies rather than their more modest 

reenactments.   

The mourning period ends when the initial processional route is reversed: the maskers 

return to the wilderness, the Great Mask is returned to its shelter, and the many masked spirits 

leave the village. The ideal threepart structure of a Dogon dama – the ritual separation of the 

deceased from the community, the transformation of the deceased into ancestors, and the 

reincorporation of the living community into ordinary time - conforms to anthropological 

models for “rites of passage” (see Rites of Passage, Chapter 12). 

The masquerades here (which seem to have been performing the dances of dama for a 

foreign photographer), are called kanaga (fig. 5-17) Like sirige, kanaga’s abstract forms have 

varied and layered interpretations. With its four-part superstructure, kanaga is most simply  

interpreted as a bird. But initiates learn that it is also a lizard, the creature that was created from 

the foreskin of the first circumcised ancestor.  In fact, kanaga masks are supposed to be carved 

by the young men who are circumcised in preparation for their Awa initiation. The cross pieces 

of kanaga are also said to give form to a being from the time of creation who raises its hands 

5-16A Paintings made by Awa initiates on rock face
Dogon, date unknown
Bandiagara Cliffs, Mali
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/80/Dogon_circumcision_cave_painting_
%28brightened%29.jpg

5-17 Kanaga masqueraders
Dogon performers, 1970
Sanga, Mali
Photo: Eliot Elisofon,  https://collections.si.edu/search/detail/ead_component:sova-eepa-1973-001-
ref19859?q=photographs+OR+slide+OR+negative&fq=data_source%3A%22Eliot+Elisofon+Photographic
+Archives%2C+National+Museum+of+African+Art%22&fq=online_media_type%3A%22Images%22&fq
=culture%3A%22Dogon+%28African+people%29%22&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true
&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&record=24&hlterm=photographs%2BOR%2Bslide%2BOR%2Bneg
ative&inline=true 
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skyward in prayer and supplication and whose feet extend towards the earth.  Hand-like, kanaga 

vigorously whirls and swings down in an arcing motion to touch the ground in several 

directions. The meaning of this movement is unclear, though it is said to scoop up the spirits of 

those who have died so that they can join the masqueraders and accompany them out of the 

community.  However, sirige also pauses and bows down to the earth, in a related gesture that 

might signify communication with the earth, or a passage between heaven and earth similar to 

that made by the first hogon (see fig. 5-8).  Observers also have seen the black and white 

squares on the crosspieces as mimicking the indigo and white squares or stripes of funerary 

shrouds, and the intersecting wood pieces as a grid echoing the square fields of cultured, 

organized community of the living, and (of course) the façade of a ginna.   

Such square also refer to yet another aspect of Dogon religious practice.  To determine 

the nature of a problem faced by a client, Dogon religious specialists (known in English as 

diviners) draw a grid in a patch of sand.  They then place bits of meat in some of the squares and 

leave the grid unguarded so that a fox or jackal runs into the grid to grab the meat. The next day, 

the diviner can see which of the squares have been disturbed by the small animal, and can 

interpret those marks as revealing how the unpredictable presence of divine bolts of energy have 

altered the ordered life of the petitioner.  In a similar way, the crisply divided sections of the 

kanaga and sirige masks are overridden by the dramatic, swooping, and uneven energy of the 

dance. 

Kanaga and sirige take their place in an impressive array of Dogon mask types. Marcel 

Griaule, the French ethnographer, recorded more than seventy-eight types of masks that 

represented animals, male and female characters from within and outside Dogon culture, and 

abstract ideas. Many observers have analyzed this large and constantly evolving corpus, and 

some believe that the masquerades form several conceptual sets, emphasizing oppositions 

between male and female, wet and dry, death and rebirth, nature and culture, wilderness and 

village, destruction and order, predatory and nonpredatory forces.  Thus head-conforming fiber 

masks, such as those representing young Fulani women, are associated with birds, water and 

rebirth. Other wooden masks that represent human or animal characters are male, and associated 

with dryness, death, and transformation. Masks that embody aggressive characters, such as 

Europeans or bandits, bother the audience by talking or begging. Yet no masked beings actually 

speak, for these are wild creatures, who can only utter animal-like cries, and who are addressed 

not in Dogon, the language of civilized people, but in the secret spirit language, sigi so.  

Satimbe ("sister on the head") honors the yasigine, a female elder.  The masquerade also 

5-17 Mask for Satimbe
Dogon blacksmith before 1960
Mali
Wood, 43”
Metropolitan Museum of Art
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/310850?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;ft=
dogon&amp;offset=20&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=27

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 160

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/310850?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;ft=dogon&amp;offset=20&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=27
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/310850?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;ft=dogon&amp;offset=20&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=27


represents the Dogon women who, in origin stories, first discovered spirits dancing with the 

masks in the wilderness and seized the masks for themselves.  According to these mythical 

accounts, women performed masquerades that terrified their menfolk before the men discovered 

that the masquerades were simply masked women.  Men then claimed masquerading as their 

exclusive privilege and banned women from having any contact with masks.  Yet a yasigine 

holds a position in Awa, and her funeral rites are incorporated into a dama.  The red fibers worn 

by almost all Dogon masqueraders, and seen as the most elemental feature of a masquerade, 

refer to women’s menstrual blood.  Female ancestors are thus present in masquerades just as 

they are in the male space of the togu na, even though officially they are only allowed to view 

the masquerades from a distance. 

All satimbe masks display an abstracted image of female figure with large breasts who 

stands atop the vertically slotted, rectangular facial covering common to most Dogon wooden 

masks.  However, this example is extraordinarily schematic (fig. 5-18).  Here, three stick-like 

extensions of equal length signify two up-stretched arms and a head on a much distended neck. 

As is the case with the posts for a togu na noted above (fig. 5-12A), the head of this Satimbe 

closely resembles a circumscribed penis. Although dama commemorates the dead, it is also a 

festival that celebrates sexuality and life.  An array of human and animal masquerade characters, 

and a host of participants who provide them with musical accompaniment, revitalize the 

community. Dama is an artful melding of masks, symbol, song, dance, prayer, and sacrifice that 

evokes the complexities of life itself. 

Masking and other art forms have been affected by the pressures of modern life, and the 

encroachments of Christianity and Islam (both of which prohibit some of the religious rites at 

the heart of Dogon masquerades), and some Muslim communities have ceased celebrating 

dama.  Dogon masqueraders have performed for foreign audiences ever since they were 

featured in the 1931 Colonial Exposition in Paris and may still be found in the streets of 

Bamako (the capital of Mali), or in an auditorium in Europe. But masking is still strong in 

Dogon communities, even it if continues to evolve with each new generation. By the end of the 

twentieth century, masquerades were faithfully sketched by young boys using donated paper and 

colored pencils or markers. Other young artists constructed models of masqueraders out of cast-

off materials, and both the drawings and models were sold to foreign visitors. Men carve 
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kanaga masks these days because tourists want to buy them, just as blacksmiths sell replicas of 

sacred figures. UNESCO and non-profit organizations based in Europe now advise Dogon 

communities attempting to guard their cultural heritage while managed the onslaught of visitors 

and art dealers. 

THE SENUFO 

Nearly a million and a half people of diverse linguistic and historical backgrounds who live in 

northern Côte d' Ivoire, as well as in southern regions of Mali and Burkina Faso, are known 

collectively as Senufo. Each Senufo community may be divided into distinct residential areas. A 

single community may contain two or three neighborhoods of farmers, and two or three of other 

occupational groups. In one of those residential clusters, the women may make pottery. In 

another, they may mend gourds.  Men in one neighborhood might be blacksmiths, and in 

another they might be leatherworkers. Usually in at least one segment of the community there 

are weavers or traders, who are Muslim and who speak Jula (or Djula), a Mande language (see 

Chapter 4). Although farmers, artisans, and traders may speak several dialects of several distinc t 

languages, all are considered to be Senufo. 

The multiculturalism of a typical Senufo community is reflected in the varied forms and 

styles of Senufo art, and these are overlaid upon marked regional differences in Senufo 

territories. Yet common institutions and common themes link art works and their performance 

contexts throughout the Senufo area. In numbers, at least, farmers are dominant in most villages. 

The great importance of farming in Senufo life is signaled by a staff for a "champion cultivator." 

Some feature a flying bird, accompanied by smaller birds.  However, most of these staffs depict 

a seated girl in the bloom of youthful beauty (fig. 5-19). As is the case for the Bamana jonyeleni 

(see Chapter 4), the image is highly abstracted, an archetype rather than a portrait. With full  

breasts and a rounded abdomen that suggest that she might be pregnant, the staff is an emblem 

of abundance and potential productivity. 

The calm repose of the carved girl is a deliberate contrast to the active, striving work of 

the male farmers. Annual hoeing competitions are multimedia events, at once ritual and play, 

which celebrate values of strength, skill, and endurance among young men. Drums and balafons 

(xylophones with wood sounders and calabash resonators) establish rhythms for these grueling 

5-19 Sculpture from the top of a staff for a champion cultivator
Kulebele (?) Senufo sculptor before 1950?
Probably Ivory Coast
Wood, 14”
Barbier-Mueller Museum
https://www.barbier-mueller.ch/collections/collections/afrique/sculptures-africaines/?lang=fr
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physical contests, which are accompanied by displays of one or more decorated staffs, carried 

by young girls from row to row. In this example the long pole supporting the female figure was 

elaborately carved in layered motifs – the topmost portion can be seen in the illustration. The 

winners of the competition bring honor to themselves, their lineages, and their neighborhood.   

Heroes of the community, they gain high respect, and the opportunity to marry a woman who is 

as full of beauty and promise as the female image on the staff. The abstraction of the sculpture, 

of course, reminds us that this is a female archetype, not a portrait of specific young woman that 

the champion might wish to marry. 

The staffs are held in trust by elders for successive champion cultivators in each age set 

and are displayed at the funerals of champions and at the funerals of their mothers. The 

relationships between the genders that are manifest in the cultivating contests are also revealed 

through the art of other important Senufo institutions, such as the society which initiates young 

men (usually referred to as Poro in written accounts), and an association of diviners known as 

Sandogo (which is often led by talented women).  

Poro 

Although the term Poro is of uncertain origin, it is generally used by outsiders to describe an 

institution prevalent in most Senufo groups as well as in neighboring populations.  Poro 

provides the principal framework through which men learn and practice their social, political 

and spiritual roles in society. Each occupational group in a Senufo community has its own Poro 

society, and all men belong. Youths enter and pass through Poro in age groups, whose solidarity 

is sealed by the shared rigors of the protracted initiatory process. Depending on the region and 

the group, these may take place in three phases over the course of some twenty years. Young 

women participate in the first two initiatory phases but are generally excluded from the third. 

Graduation from the third and final phase of initiation signals that a man (now aged twenty-

eight to thirty-two) is ready for responsibility and leadership in the community.  

Art plays important roles in Poro activities; it is used and stored in the society's sacred 

grove, sinzanga. Located outside of, but adjacent to, the community, this grove may be fenced 

off but is normally surrounded by huge and ancient trees. Access is restricted to Poro members, 

who, over the course of their own and others' initiations, will attend countless rituals, ordeals, 

and instruction sessions within it.  Among the art belonging to Poro are pairs of carved figures 

portraying a male- female couple. Often called simply “children of Poro”, the figures are 

brought out to reinforce the teachings of the society at initiations, and they appear as well at 

funerals of Poro members and their wives (fig. 5-19). The instructional uses of the figures are  
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probably multiple. While few of those teachings of Poro have been confided to outsiders, we 

know that the paired figures are emblems of marriage, that they represent as well the primordial 

founding ancestors spoken of in creation legends, and that they also represent twins, who are 

sacred to the Senufo because they replicate the firstborn children of creation. The female figure, 

as is customary, is slightly taller than the male.  Most segments of the Senufo population are 

matrilineal, and the dominant female presence often found in such paired figures reflected the 

importance of mothers in Senufo life and thought.   

There are many contexts in which such statues may be displayed today.  The pair 

illustrated above may have been housed in a shrine by a member of an association such as 

Sandogo.  In some Senufo regions and occupational groups, paired images such as these are 

even larger, about half lifesize, and are given particularly thick bases. Described by foreign 

observers as rhythm pounders, such figures are carried in procession by initiates, who swing 

them from side to side, striking the ground rhythmically. This is said to purify  the earth and to 

call both the creator and ancestral spirits to participate in the rites. One highly weathered pair, 

attacked by termites while in their sacred grove, was taken from the Senufo town of Lataha 

around 1953 (fig. 5-19A), and they are generally identified as rhythm pounders because of  

this provenance data (the documentation concerning their origin). Even though the two works 

have sustained much damage, they still convey the authority and dignity of statuary carved for 

Poro.  

Other statues related to Poro depict seated women nursing a child (fig. 5- 21). They may 

5-19 Male and female figures
Kulebele (?) Senufo sculptor before 1950?
Probably Ivory Coast
Wood, 24”
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/312399?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Releva
nce&amp;ft=senufo&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=7
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/312398?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Releva
nce&amp;ft=senufo&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=8

5-20 Male and female figures, probably rhythm pounders
Tyebara Senufo sculptor before 1950
Lataha, Ivory Coast
Wood, male figure 42”
The Metropolitan Museum of Art and The Rietberg Museum
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/310758
https://rietberg.ch/en/stories/41
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be images of the Ancient Mother, the female creator who is considered to direct Poro, as 

exemplified by the saying: "Poro is a woman." The sacred grove is considered to be her home. 

Or she may be the primordial female ancestor who is the guiding spirit behind each 

matrilineage, and the spiritual guardian of the men who pass through her Poro group.  

According to some scholars, these sculptures of mothers and children are deliberately non-

naturalistic so as to emphasize the spiritual importance of these divine progenitors rather than 

actual parents. A statue of Ancient Mother may be shown to novices during the Poro learning 

process, in part as a reminder that beyond the obvious lies the hidden, an idea also exemplified 

by the secret Poro language learned by novices.  The Ancient Mother metaphorically gives birth 

to Poro initiates at the end of the long process, and throughout they are said to have been 

nourished by the "milk of knowledge" at their Mother's breast.  A nursing woman is thus an 

appropriate image for the Ancient Mother. Yet such sculptures have been photographed as they 

were carried in processions by members of a woman’s association called Tyekpa, and as they 

were placed on display at members’ funerals.  Figures for Tyekpa may celebrate motherhood in 

general, and the importance of nurturing behavior, in addition to honoring a distant ancestor and 

a female creator.  

Sandogo 

Tyekpa in some Senufo populations is incorporated into (or replaced by) Sandogo, a society that unites 

the diviners of a Senufo community, and is often led by women. Its members, called sando, are trained to 

protect the purity of community matrilineages and maintain good relations with a hierarchy of 

supernatural beings.  Diviners' shrines, which function as consulting chambers, are themselves works of 

art, in addition to containing art in wood and metal. These shrines are small, round houses barely large 

enough for the diviner her client, and her apparatus. Invariably they will display images of the sacred 

python, fo, the principal messenger between humans and supernaturals. Pythons appear in shrines as relief 

sculpture in mud, always on the inside and often on the outside of the structure, as well as on diviners' 

metal bracelets and rings. Diviners use a calabash rattle for calling the spirits, and an important set of 

small objects - stones, bones, shells, and assorted other items that are sifted and "read out" to determine 

the needs of a client (fig. 5-22). Watching over the proceedings are small statues of wood, which include  

5-19 Seated woman nursing a child, probably for Tyekpa
Senufo sculptor before 1980
Ivory Coast
Wood, 21 ½”
The Metropolitan Museum of Art
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/314375?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&a
mp;ft=senufo&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=4
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a female and male couple in wood, often one or more small figures in metal, and sometimes a horseman 

(fig. 5-23). These represent nature spirits believed to inhabit the forests and streams beyond the village.  

Ambiguous and capricious, these spirits both cause and cure sickness and other problems if they are 

offended by human behavior, and it is they who order, through the diviner, a course of action for the 

client that will repair both their social and spiritual relationships.  While the spirits are invisible, the small 

sculptures allow them to present as dignified and worthy of honor.  Because of their size, they are often 

masterpieces of formal economy. Note, for example, the way the feet of this horse merge into two planks 

that support the sculpture. 

The spirits may order a client to commission and wear one or more brass amulets (fig. 5-24). 

Made by the lost- wax process, these small objects are the work of brasscasters who live in their own 

neighborhood in the community. Amulet motifs include chameleons, turtles, crocodiles, snakes, and 

birds, all seen as messengers who can move through water and across the forest to link humans and 

spirits. The motif of twins, seen here, presents another aspect of the male-female duality that permeates 

Senufo thought. As is the case among many African peoples, the birth of twins is an auspicious yet 

equivocal event for the Senufo. Twins are considered a great blessing, but of course they bring special 

burdens, as their birth risks the life of their mothers, and they are smaller and more fragile than children 

born singly. As the first Senufo couple are believed to have been the parents of twins who were a girl and 

a boy, twins of opposite sex bring with them the mysteries of the time of creation. Families that have 

twins, or have produced twins in the past, honor and invoke their spirits when they wear protective 

amulets in the form of a male and female pair. 

5-22 Wooden figures, metal objects, and other equipment displayed by a diviner
Senufo, before 1990
Ivory Coast
Mixed media
Photograph Carol Beckwith and Angela Fisher
https://www.aluka.org/stable/10.5555/al.ch.document.bfacp1b20038?searchUri=

5-23 Figure of a horse and rider
Senufo, before 1970
Ivory Coast
Wood, 9”
National Museum of African Art
https://africa.si.edu/collections/objects/364/equestrian-
figure?ctx=22d6d9af9adf458073bd8b32c673619d1002cbfe&idx=32

5-24 Amulets in the form of twins and a chameleon
Senufo (?), Ivory Coast or Burkina Faso
Copper alloy, right 3”, left 1 ¾”
Right:
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/310958?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Rele
vance&amp;ft=Senufo+peoples&amp;offset=80&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=90
Left:  https://www.clevelandart.org/art/1975.1009#
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Amulets, and many forms of personal adornment that include scarification and dyed cotton cloth, 

serve multiple purposes for the Senufo. Pleasant to wear and behold, they are also a form of 

communication with unseen spirits while reminding the community of basic values and shared 

cosmologies. Women, for example, wear four sets of raised lines (keloids) that radiate from the navel. 

Called "male- female twins," the marks celebrate each woman as a source of life and the guarantor of 

lineage continuity. They link her with Ancient Mother and with the primordial couple, whose first 

children were twins. 

Sandogo and other shrines were occasionally fitted with finely carved doors (fig. 5-25). The motif 

on the central panel of this example seems to have multiple interpretations, all of which reflect upon each 

other. It can be seen as a bird's-eye view of the orderly divisions of a farmed field, a symbol of human 

culture. The circle at the center has also been convincingly interpreted as a navel, and the radiating 

elements as evoking the four permanent markings that radiate from the navel of a woman. In the lower 

panel are depicted at least four, and perhaps all five, of the primordial creatures that shared the earth's 

beginnings with the original couple: python, tortoise, hornbill, crocodile, and chameleon. This lower 

panel may also be seen as portraying the idea of wilderness. The uppermost panel, in contrast, appears to 

present the spheres and symbols of civilized human life: leaders (or warriors) on horseback, and the faces 

of two masquerades for Poro. Creation stories credit a hunter (such as the figure in the top center) with 

actions that separated the world of the village from the wilds beyond it. If this interpretation is correct, 

doors like this marked the potentially dangerous threshold between the profane world outside and the 

sacred interior of a shrine by portraying several levels or types of order, power, and knowledge, including 

as well the essential creatures that populate these worlds. 

Masks and Masquerades 

The male-female dialogue so evident in Senufo arts is implicit as well in masquerades. The Senufo have a 

large corpus of cloth costumes, face masks, helmet masks, and headdresses, as well as mobile woven 

constructions that resemble the large animal-headed structures built by Somono, Bozo and Bamana young 

men in Mali (see Chapter 4). Much masking is directed by Poro and is involved with the progress of 

initiation in its various phases. Maskers also perform at funerals and other public spectacles, and it is 

these contexts that are explored briefly here. 

Small wooden face masks with clear, refined features tend to be danced by young men, either 

Poro initiates or groups of entertainers. Their masqueraders perform as female characters, which exist in 

hundreds of variations, with many different names. One generic term for these lovely faces is kpeliye’e. 

5-25 Door to a sanctuary, possible for Sandogo
Senufo sculptor, 1920s
Ivory Coast
Wood, 59”
https://africa.si.edu/collections/objects/16188/door?ctx=96b727f3e9325e057953643bc713d55e50a2db1a&i
dx=44
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This mask was photographed in 1953 in Ivory Coast (fig. 5-29).  Polished to a shiny black, with features 

in red, the face is framed by the curves of the horns and the other extensions around the face.  The athletic 

male dancer incorporated women's gestures into his movements, and carried flywhisks made of long 

horsehair to extend those gestures.  At the end of the dance the masquerade rested a flywhisk on the 

shoulder of the leader of the matrilineage, just as a female dancer might do while performing before a 

group of elders.   

The symbolism of such masks is usually both rich and esoteric; invariably they represent far more 

than meets the eye. Many encode Poro knowledge and appear in restricted Poro dances as well as in 

public dances that anyone may attend. Funeral dancing, for example, is for the most part public and 

competitive, and is most essentially a celebration of the life and family of the deceased. The youthful 

energy of the dances is reinforced by the bright scarves and cloths worn by the masker as emblems of 

civilized life, and by active movements of the arms and feet.  In contrast, the mask itself is meant to 

remain nearly motionless. The mask and other elements of the costume, and the dancer’s gestures, are all 

considered nayiligi, freshly beautiful. It is the complete character in motion that needs to be understood as 

a work of art, not its individual elements of mask and costume. 

Different versions of these masks, representing different styles, are made by sections of a Senufo 

community where men are sculptors, and where men are blacksmiths; this example was probably made by 

Kulebele (the sculptor group in this region) for the young men from the Kiembara neighborhood of the 

town of Lataha. Farmers, as well as by Jula weavers, may patronize artists from either group when 

commissioning masks, or even carve their own. For these reasons, it is normally impossible to understand 

the full symbolic ramifications of any one mask without complete field data. 

An example of a mask that might have been worn by a performer from a metalworking section of 

a Senufo community was cast of copper alloy and other metals (fig. 5-26).  Originally, it would have been 

quite shiny.  As such metal masks are quite durable, this example may have been made over a century 

5-29 Mask representing a beautiful woman
Senufo sculptor, before 1953
Wood
Kiembara neighborhood, Lataha, Ivory Coast
Wood
https://noma.org/collection/poro-society-face-mask-
kpelie/
 
 

5-26 Mask made by brasscasters
Senufo metalworker, possibly for a Jula group
Ivory Coast (?), before 1960
Copper alloy (brass), 8”
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/312410?se
archField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;ft=senufo&am
p;offset=80&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=93
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ago, and its non-African owners may have allowed the mask to tarnish in order to foreground its age. The 

style of the mask is clearly quite different from that of the wooden mask above, and some observers 

believe that its formal features - the lack of extensions, the restrained curves of the face, and the 

simplified eyes and mouth – indicate that it was made for Jula masqueraders.  However, so little is known 

about how Senufo artistic styles have shifted across time, across regions, and between occupational 

groups, that we cannot even be entirely sure of its original identity in the absence of provenance data. 

The most powerful type of Senufo mask is the zoomorphic helmet mask, which have many 

identities and many names. Although some are reported to have been associated with Poro initiations (and 

were thus called kponyungo, “head of Poro”), it seems that these composite, horizontal masks are 

generally performed by men who are members of associations that manipulate occult powers.  The role of 

these masquerades is quite similar to those of Bamana associations such as Komo, and sometimes the 

Senufo associations even share that name (see Chapter 4).  Just as Komo masquerades have been seen to 

spew forth flames in supernatural competitions, some of the Senufo masks have been called firespitters. 

No traces of burning, however, have ever been found by outsiders in the open jaws of composite 

horizontal helmet masks.   

Photographs of these Senufo masquerades have been taken at funerals.  Often, no matter when 

and where the masquerades appear, women are expected to flee.  As their powers are tied to aggressive 

male powers, the very sight of the masks is believed to be harmful for women of childbearing age.  The 

masqueraders wear costumes of raffia fiber, or fila cloth of locally woven cotton dyed with organic 

material that is related to Bamana bogolan (see Chapter 4).  The masks themselves are obscured by 

colored paint, sacrificial material, and the addition of other materials (fig. 5-27).  In this photograph, the 

masks are even more mysterious because their jaws extend behind as well as in front of the masquerader 

– the audience cannot know which direction the character will take as it moves around and over the body

of the deceased at a funeral. 

Masks in museum collections are often free of added materials, and their underlying forms are 

more visible (fig. 5-1). The mask illustrated here includes many iconographic details that relate to the  

5-26 Wanyugo (?) masqueraders
Senufo
Near Korhogo, Ivory Coast, 1971
Eliot Elisofon photograph
https://collections.si.edu/search/results.htm?q=photographs+OR+slide+OR+negative&f
q=data_source%3A%22Eliot+Elisofon+Photographic+Archives%2C+National+Museu
m+of+African+Art%22&fq=online_media_type%3A%22Images%22&fq=-
online_media_type%3A%22Finding+aids%22&fq=place%3A%22C%5Cu00F4te+d%2
7Ivoire%22&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&inline=tru
e&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&inline=t
rue&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&inline=true&inline
=true&inline=true&start=100
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Origin of the world, to important legends, and to the roles of certain animals in carrying out obligations to 

both ancestors and nature spirits. Quintessentially composite and even deliberately ambiguous, it fuses 

elements of antelope or buffalo (horns), crocodile jaws), hyena (ears), bush pig or warthog 

(tusks), and humans (eyes), while incorporating a stylized hornbill and chameleon between the long 

horns. The latter two animals, present at creation, refer to specific sorts of knowledge to be mastered by 

Poro initiates. Combined, the animals are an embodiment of aggressive supernatural 

power associated especially with the wilderness, powers that are reinforced through the blood sacrifices 

and incantations performed by societies of men with occult knowledge. 

When these masks are marshaled by Poro at a funeral, they control the soul of an elder until it is 

transferred to the home of the ancestors, and the body is buried. The same maskers are also present at the 

symbolic death of new Poro initiates in the sinzaga, the sacred grove. In the sinzaga, their purpose is to 

aid in the creation of a new being; in the community, where the shrouded body of the deceased lies on a 

wooden bed, it is to create a new ancestor. In both instances maskers guard and guide the matrilineage 

through dangerous and uncertain liminal periods, when human beings are transformed from one status to 

another. 

Senufo funerals also gather a host of musicians, and additional masquerades that entertain the 

community and assembled guests.  Some are animated by boys and young men, encased in fila, who 

perform backflips and other gymnastic feats.  Others, dressed in brightly appliqued costumes, act as 

jesters or clowns, harassing members of the audience, chasing away women, and clearing the way for the 

arrival of the powerful masquerades in horizontal helmet masks. 

Funerals often take place in an open area near a structure called a kpaala (fig. 5-30).  This shelter, 

similar in function and even appearance to the Dogon tog una, also has a thick roof laid down by groups 

of young initiates, but in Senufo regions they are members of a Poro association rather than Awa.  At the 

right of the kpaala in this photograph, taken in the town of Niofoin, is a famous shrine that helped 

designate the architecture of this community as of particularly cultural value – it is now protected by 

UNESCO. 

5-26 Mask
Senufo sculptor
Ivory Coast (?), before 1957
Wood, 37” long
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/colle
ction/search/312275?searchField=All
&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;ft=sen
ufo&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=20&am
p;pos=15

Both Poro and non-Poro masks of this form call 
upon spiritual powers that can be invoked against 
witches or criminals, the marauding spirits of the 
forest, or even the malevolent dead. By 
manifesting the legendary masks who were sent 
by death to powerful men, they engage in a kind 
of psychological and supernatural warfare, 
combating any forces that might disrupt the well-
being of the community.    

5-26 Kpaala, or meeting place for men’s councils
Senufo community
Niofoin, Ivory Coast, 1990s

Photo: Eric Lafforgue

http://www.ericlafforgue.com/gallery/Countries/Ivory%20Coast/52171-
Palver+hut+and+Senufo+fetish+house+whose+roof+gets+a+new+layer+every+year%2C+Savanes+
district%2C+Niofoin%2C+Ivory+Coast 
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Funerals reiterate and make public arts normally restricted within Poro groves or the shrines of 

powerful societies, adapting them to public spaces and assemblies. Overt displays incorporating music, 

singing and dancing, costuming and masquerading, drinking and feasting may prevail in these relatively 

brief public versions, but many of the more covert and esoteric symbols and gestures are there too, as if to 

remind elders of the cosmology, history, and values of their people. Dangerous nature spirits are there, 

though controlled, in the open jaws and sharp quilled accumulations of composite masks, and guests 

present for the funeral are tested in their knowledge. The founding couple of the senior matrilineage is 

there symbolically, when carved female and male figures are displayed near the kpaala, and ancestral 

mothers appear when seated female figures are carried in by the leaders of tyekpa. 

Tourist Arts in Korhogo 

The arts of Africa, including those of Ivory Coast, were avidly collected by Europeans during the colonial 

era, which enduring the Senufo region for several generations (from about 1890 to 1962), and both 

administrators and missionaries commissioned sculpture from Senufo carvers.  By the middle of the 

twentieth century, continuing modernization, conversions to Islam and Christianity, and local iconoclastic 

religious movements had diminished local demand for the works of sculptors in Kulebele neighborhoods. 

After Ivory Coast declared its independence from France, tourists and foreign aid workers travelled 

through the country, and this influx of visitors was not halted until the very end of the twentieth century, 

when armed conflict rocked the region. The Kulebele and other Senufo artisan groups have responded to 

these shifts from local to foreign patronage by creating art works for sale in Korhogo, the largest town in 

the Senufo region.  Merchants still move quantities of Kulebele sculpture to Abidjan, the nation’s capital, 

and to markets around the world where African art is sold.  At the height of their production, during the 

1960s, 70s, and 80s, Kulebele sculptors, in all likelihood, produced more art works than were created 

during the entire nineteenth century. Today Korhogo remains the main center for their production and its 

trade, as may be seen in a 2018 photograph of items on sale in that city (fig. 5-31).  In addition to wooden 

masks and figures, many of which are replicas of items used by local communities, merchants may also 

offer updated versions of fila, in which the geometric patterns dyed into the cotton cloth are replaced by 

figurative images – including fanciful representations of masquerades (fig. 5-31A). 

5-31 Kulebele sculpture on sale in Korhogo, Ivory Coast
Photo from a 2018 travel blob
https://anitagotravel.com/tag/art/
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Two factors have helped Kulebele carvers cultivate this market for their work so successfully. 

The first is their long-standing asserted right to fell trees and use their wood without payment to the 

farmers using the land. This prerogative links with the second factor, control by Kulebele of supernatural 

sanctions located in a powerful deity called Kafigelejo, who is materialized as a wooden image wrapped 

in cloth soaked with supernaturally charged substances (fig. 5 -32). Threats of Kafigelejo' s powers give 

them an advantage in many transactions. Although Kafigelejo is also an oracle, able to communicate with 

diviners and other spiritually gifted individuals who have a range of questions and concerns, the presence 

of this mysterious figure provides protection for the Kulebele in the marketplace and sanctions their 

control of carving workshops. We might easily assume that one of these objects came from a pre-colonial 

past if we were not aware of its continuing role in Senufo society. 

Export Arts, Copies, Fakes, Authenticity, and Connoisseurship 

Since the late fifteenth century, when exquisite ivories were carved for Portuguese visitors to Sierra 

Leone and the kingdom of Benin (see chapters 6 and 9), African artists have created art works specifically 

for foreign clients. By the onset of the colonial period in the early 20th century, sculptors were also 

making souvenirs of ivory for traders, missionaries, and plantation managers in what is now Gabon, and 

colonial officials patronized artists throughout Africa in the following decades.  In the 1950s and 60s, 

thousands of outsiders flocked to eastern Africa to view wildlife, and artists invented hundreds of new 

forms of art to sell to these crowds. Kamba and Makonde sculptors proved especially adept at producing 

sculpture in ebony or other forms of blackwood (Chapter 13). Painting workshops sprung up in central 

Africa (Chapters 11 and 12), sometimes nurtured by European entrepreneurs. The manufacture and sale of 

novel two- and three- dimensional art objects have provided gainful work for thousands of Africans. In 

well-to-do African households, such objects could be displayed without invoking ancestral values that 

might conflict with modernity and Christianity. These inventive works also shaped the ways artists on the 

continent have understood the art of the European tradition, as Europeans have seemed to value souvenirs 

that were decorative, devoid of meaning or history.  As a result, African sculptors today may refuse to 

define the sacred objects of their own traditions as art, because they know that their ancestral heirlooms 

5-31A Detail of Fila made for export
Senufo artists, before 1990 (1960s?)
Ivory Coast
Cotton cloth dyed with earth/vegetable substances
https://collection.maas.museum/object/441985

5-26 Protective object (power object)
Kulebele Senufo sculptor
Ivory Coast (?), before 1964
Wood, 37” long
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/312275?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Relevance&amp;ft
=senufo&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=15
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were valued for their power and for the messages they convey, and that they represented complex 

principles rather than the pretty scenes or colorful people appearing in art for Europeans. 

After independence, artists in West Africa and Central Africa continued to make replicas of 

masks, sculpture, and other sacred artforms, but instead of selling these reproductions to colonial officials, 

they sold them to aid workers, diplomats, and other foreign visitors. Visitors from the African Diaspora 

purchased these reproductions in Africa, while African merchants traveled to Europe and North America 

to sell such tourist art, together with a broad range of textiles, clothing, sculpture, and other objects as 

markers of Pan-African identity and solidarity.  

During the twentieth century, however, European art dealers convinced collectors that as 

connoisseurs (those who know) they could distinguish between an art object that had been used in a 

"traditional" (preferably sacred) context, and art that had never been used. They insisted that only family 

heirlooms and ceremonial objects which had been stolen or abandoned could be considered to be 

"authentic” African art. African traders found it difficult to sell collectors new things, no matter how well 

made. Even art works made by a respected African artist, owned by an African client, and used in an 

African context would be rejected if the object didn't conform to styles and forms collectors recognized as 

a classic example of a specific category of African art. 

Thus began what is today a widespread practice: the creation of new objects that are careful 

copies of works illustrated in books on African art. These replicas are artificially aged to seem old and 

rare, and galleries can often sell good replicas at high prices. By the last decades in the late twentieth 

century, most African art in foreign collectors had never actually been used in an African context even 

when displaying convincing (and artificial) signs of age, and today these replicas form the vast majority 

of African works sold on the internet.  When African traders and artists see the exorbitant prices fetched 

on the international art market for antiquities (such as Benin works in copper alloy), or fine old pieces in 

the best known of African styles, they naturally turn to creating careful copies in order to enter that 

market. Of course, once collectors began to refuse to buy recent art objects, believing that only old objects 

could be authentic, merchants could not divulge the true identity of the African sculptors whose work 

they sell. Researchers have shown how surfaces of new objects can be altered by giving statues to 

children to continuously rub (producing a deep shine mimicking years of handling), applying layers of 

encrustations (to mimic years of sacrifices), even dipping statues in cereals and then setting them out to be 

pecked by chickens (so that they have a pitted or abraded look).  Splits in the green wood are laboriously 

repaired with an old piece of local iron rather than with glue. 

Given this situation, the position of the European and North American connoisseur has become 

entrenched. After years of training and experience, they are expected to identify the iconography, place of 

origin, and cultural context of an artwork whose provenance (or personal history) has been deliberately 

suppressed by its previous owners. The assessments of such connoisseurs - museum curators, expert 
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assessors, respected collectors and influential gallery owners - now determines the reputation of an 

African artwork, which in turn establishes both its aesthetic appeal and its economic value.   

But by the end of the twentieth century, the art market’s definition of "authenticity" began to be 

contested by scholars, who noted that connoisseurs were intimately familiar with only a small proportion 

of African works - those that circulated in Europe in the colonial period. Masks and figures in European 

collections obviously did not represent the full range of artistic creativity in Africa during those decades. 

Visitors who viewed performances and installations in African communities during the post- colonial 

period insisted that works from these ensembles should also be considered to be authentic African art.  

Members of Africa’s Diaspora explained that any object made by an African artist is, in fact, African art, 

and they refused to defer to the opinion of art experts who had never visited the continent.  Art historians 

may consider some artworks to be valuable than others, but what criteria do they are use, and who 

established those categories? 

HMC 

OTHER PEOPLES OF BURKINA FASO AND GHANA 

Formerly known to scholars as the Voltaic peoples (after the former names of the three rivers that drain 

the region: the Black, Red, and White Voltas), varied populations live in the nations of Burkina Faso 

(where they are called Burkinabe), in the northeastern corner of Ivory Coast, and across the northern half 

of Ghana. Most speak Gur languages, and live in small, rural communities, but they bring varied histories 

and cultural heritages to the region. Aspects of the arts of five of these cultural clusters will be surveyed 

briefly here. 

Archaeological finds from Burkina Faso consist mainly of enormous burial urns which have not 

been dated and are difficult to link to modern peoples.  It has also not yet been possible to link their 

archaeological record to Bura Asinda-Sika, the culture from the first millennium AD whose graves were 

found in Niger, directly west of the Burkinabe, or to other data from the central Sudan (see Chapter 3). On 

the other hand, geometric grave markers of stone in the north of the country have evidently been carved 

by a population now known as Yatenga for over a thousand years. 

Koma Terracottas 

The earliest sculpture from the Gur-speaking region (unless the Tellem works described above were made 

by a related population) come from the territory of the Koma people in what is now northern Ghana. 

These statues of fired clay (terracotta), most of which have the form of humans rather than animals, 

appear to come from graves.  Some are simply heads on elongated necks that might have been inserted 

into an object or surface, but some are full figures. Though the Koma themselves have no memories of 

burial traditions that would include the use of such figures, it seems that the ancestors of both the Bulsa 
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(who live to the north of the Koma), and the Mamprusi (located just to the east), may have been related to 

this early population.  In fact, the Mamprusi claim that their kingdom was founded in the 13th century, 

about the time of the earliest Koma figures. One scholar has tied the profusion of Koma sculptures around 

1400 to 1600 to the trade that linked the Mamprusi and the cities of the Inland Niger Delta at that time.   

However, the Koma figures do not resemble any of the terracotta sculpture found thus far along 

the Niger River (see Chapter 4).  Instead, they share a distinctive style; their faces have round eyes 

rimmed with coils of clay, and pierced nostrils (fig. 5-42). Noses and chins vary in shape, and the overall 

forms of bodies and heads seem to be somewhat haphazard.  However, there are several other traditions 

of funerary terracottas (including those known as the Sao sculptures from Chad, and some examples from 

Bura Asinda-Sika) that share their open mouths.  Perhaps the figures are wailing for the deceased.  It is 

noteworthy that the earliest funerary terracottas of Akan peoples, in southern Ghana and southern Ivory 

Coast, are quite different in style (see Chapter 7). 

The Mossi  

During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, it seems that mounted warriors arrived in what is now the 

center of Burkina Faso from the Mamprusi kingdoms to the southeast, (now in northern Ghana). This was 

about the time the empires of Mali and Songhai were battling in the Mande speaking regions to the north 

and east, in modern-day Mali (see Chapter 4).  The immigrants founded Mossi states, superimposed both 

a language and centralized political system onto the indigenous farming communities. These farmers, 

called tengabisi, "rulers of the land," include the nyonyose, an occupational group of blacksmiths.  Mossi 

tengabisi are subjects of the nakomse, descendants of the equestrian invaders. This dual aspect of Mossi 

culture is recognized today in that the king, called the Mogho Naba, together with nakomse officials, hold 

themselves apart from nyonyose earth priests and elders. Mossi arts record this double heritage, as certain 

figural sculptures are owned and displayed by nakomse rulers in political contexts, whereas the lineages 

of the nakomse and other tengabisi farmers own spiritually charged dance masks. 

However, the varied styles of Mossi masks and figures signal an even more complex history of 

ethnic and cultural mixing in this region. For example, masks worn by the Mossi in the southwest 

resemble those of Bwa and other neighboring groups (Nuna, Nunuma, Winiama), whereas Mossi in the 

north have masks related to those of the Dogon. In this region, art is a useful index in mapping the history 

of its various peoples: their settlement, migrations, conquest, and other cultural interactions. 

5-42 Funerary terracotta from a burial mound
Koma Style
Northern Ghana, 1200 - 1800
Fired clay, 10” long
https://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/108551
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The Mossi employ two types of carved wood human figures: the first are full figures owned by 

nakomse leaders, the second are smaller more economical or abstract renderings of females; they are 

owned by women or children of all Mossi communities. Mossi full figures, which represent the secular 

political power of rulers (fig. 5-39), are usually dressed in jewelry and cloth wrappers. They are displayed 

annually when royal ancestors are commemorated by a ceremony marked by dancing and feasting. The 

expressive pose of this particular figure may emulate dance steps.  In some places, elders of local 

tengabisi families bring tribute in the form of millet or other foodstuffs to the ruler, reinforcing their 

allegiance to him, while in other areas rulers ride out to visit farming communities after sacrifices have 

been made to ancestors through the figures. As is common elsewhere, ancestors are believed to reward 

proper behavior with human fertility and agricultural productivity, or, alternatively, to punish 

transgressors with disease or misfortune.  Ownership of such figures, including those that belonged to 

earlier nakomse leaders, affirms a leader's connection to the ancestors, and his right to rule. 

Spare, abstracted figures, generally of cylindrical form and without arms or legs, but often with 

crescent-shaped heads and prominent breasts, represent young mothers and are often owned by them. As 

is the case with the display figure for a Mossi leader, they reproduced some of the scarification patterns 

worn by the Mossi and other Burkinabe.  Many of the small figure for mothers have curved breasts 

suggested that they were stretched by a nursing baby, as well as lines across the abdomen, similar to the 

set of marks that commemorate the birth of a woman's first child. The name for these images, in fact, is 

child, biiga. The illustration here (fig. 5-40) shows a child in one regional style. Such small statues were  

acquired by young wives as aids to conception, as well as to ensure that a child would live after birth. 

They might have been treated as if they were children by the expectant mother.  However, they were more 

commonly given to girl children as playthings, a surrogate baby. 

In contrast to figures, Mossi masks embody spirit powers based in nature or sent by the ancestors. 

Some are kept in shrines, augmented by powers that control the earth and productivity. Those belonging 

to lineages or clans are associated often with a specific animal or a legendary character who is shown on 

5-39 Female figure for display by a royal leader
Mossi sculptor
Burkina Faso, before 1984
Wood, 15”
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/314810?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=Rele
vance&amp;ft=mossi&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=4

5-40 Female figure for an expectant mother, or for a little girl
Mossi sculptor
Burkina Faso
Wood
https://africa.uima.uiowa.edu/media/photos/show/2108?back=home%2FSearchForm%3FSearch%3Dmossi
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the mask. Masks from the Mossi Yatenga region, near Dogon country, have abstract head sections at the 

base in the shape of an oval (fig. 5-41), as may be seen in a photograph from the early twentieth century. 

The oval is bisected vertically by a notched ridge, with eye holes on either side.  The tall openwork planks 

above are much like those on Dogon sirige masks. Mossi masks with attached figures embody a merging 

of human and non-human powers and refer to sacred characters and animals that participated in origin 

legends.  At the same time, they represent spirits who dwell in the landscape, responsible for the 

protection and productivity of the land and people. Masks dance at burials, funerals, agricultural 

ceremonies, and other important events, and may witness sacrifices made to ancestors for the wellbeing of 

the clan. 

Bobo Masquerades 

The Bobo, who live to the southwest of the Mossi, and are also one of the larger populations of Burkina 

Faso, are a heterogeneous, Mande-speaking people with a complex history. Their social organization is 

democratic, and councils of elders are the decision-makers. Bobo farmers, especially, are almost certainly 

indigenous to their current area although some later immigrant groups from Mande areas further north, 

such as traders and other occupational groups, now live among the Bobo.  As among the Mossi, there are 

dozens of Bobo mask styles and types in varied materials. Some Bobo groups hold that a masquerader 

can be a "shadow man" or double, who must accompany a dead person's soul on its journey from this 

world to that of the dead.  As is the case for their Senufo neighbors, Bobo communities deploy 

masquerades at funeral. 

Wooden masks, though carved by blacksmiths, are danced by both farmers and smiths. Their 

imaginative reinterpretation of zoomorphic forms is remarkable, and most are combinations of both 

animal and human traits cleverly merged. Other inventive masks that are neither human nor animal have 

hemispherical helmets (worn over the masker’s head) that merge into long flat faces, and often have 

sometimes with horns or abstract openwork planks above. In earlier times the prevailing coloration of 

Bobo masks was black, white, and red, but these days a greater variety of colors is employed, including 

yellow and blue. The layers of white fiber that cover the bodies of the masqueraders were once colored 

using earth-based dyes, but now a rainbow of hues enliven the masquerades (5-38).  Some of the masks 

5-41 Masqueraders
Mossi sculptors, before 1907
Ouahigouya, Burkina Faso
Wood, paint, fiber
https://africa.uima.uiowa.edu/media/photos/show/2108?back=home%2FSearchForm%3FSear
ch%3Dmossi
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With abstract superstructures represent sacred Dwo spirits, sons of the creator god, Wuro, as is the case 

for the two masquerades in the background of this illustration.  Here three other, less powerful masks 

accompany them. The latter take a variety of animal forms: antelope, wart hog, ram, monkey, rooster, and 

horn bill. All these wood masks, like those of other Burkinabe groups, are completed by costumes of hibi 

scus fiber that swings, swishes, and flows to exaggerate the already vigorous, sometimes staccato, and 

always athletic dances. Each mask, of course, has its own history, dance, gesture and music style, and 

name; its specific character also dictates its interactions with other masks and the audience. 

In addition to their attendance at burials and funerals, Bobo masks appear in two other vital 

contexts: harvest ceremonies, and the initiations of young men into adulthood (which resemble those of 

Poro). Initiation, which takes place on and off for a period of fifteen years, reestablishes the world order 

established in primordial times by Wuro, the creator. Masks of leaves, fiber and then wood are danced, 

respectively, at the three main stages during which all Bobo men are taught the ways of the gods and 

ancestors, the conduct of orderly village life, as well as the myths and important historical events of their 

people. The making and dancing of masks, both by instructors and the initiates themselves, has long been 

central to Bobo training for adulthood, as are the public performances of masked dances. Today Bobo 

masqueraders compete in regional and national festivals, as Burkina Faso has become an international 

hub for these dramatic performances. All told, Bobo masking is enormously complex, more so because it 

is in rather constant change, even today. 

Bwa Masquerades 

The Bwa, who are one of the many smaller populations of Burkina Faso, live between the Mossi and 

Bobo. The Gur-speaking Bwa have adapted or adopted masquerades, from neighboring groups such as the 

Nuna, Nunuma, and Winiama, while some Bwa masquerade forms (especially their leaf masks) have 

influenced those of nearby populations. Each Bwa community is governed independently by male elders, 

and is comprised of three occupational groups: farmers (in the majority), smiths (who forge tools, cast 

brass, and carve, and whose wives make pottery), and bards and musicians, who may also weave and dye 

cotton and work leather. 

The worship of Do, a Mande-derived term for "secret", is a major unifying force in Bwa life. 

Each community has a Do congregation, led by the earth priest. Do is at once an institution and an 

anthropomorphic being, the son of the creator. Considered androgynous, Do represents and embodies the 

life-giving powers of nature, especially of the wilderness. Do is incarnated at initiations and purification 

5-41 Three masqueraders escorting two sacred masquerades
Bobo sculptors,
Muna, Burkina Faso
Wood, fiber, paint
https://africa.uima.uiowa.edu/media/index?ObjectType=&ObjectMuseum=&ObjectCollecti
on=&ObjectMedium=&MediaType=Image&Country=&People=21&Chapter=&action_=U
se+Filter
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ceremonies, held just after crops are planted, by an otherworldly spirit masker whose skin is vines, 

grasses, and leaves (fig. 5-36). In some areas, the vivid leafy green body is topped, as here, by an arching 

crest of brilliant white eagle feathers. A conical tube of basketry in front replaces the face. Deliberately 

and radically non-human in shape, color, and behavior, these sacred organic maskers celebrate life and 

help renew the forces of nature. Their power extends also to human fertility. The use of fresh verdant 

plant material in Do's costume directly evokes its function of regeneration.  

In wooden masks, on the other hand, a more abstract form of symbolism prevails Bwa wooden 

masks embody nature spirits, who imparted rules for the proper conduct of community life and who are 

invoked, through masquerades, to benefit humankind and the natural forces on which life depends (fig. 

5-37). Some masks depict spirits of more or less directly. Unbelievably tall masks represent a serpent, and

the horns of animals such as buffalos are easy to identify. More abstract masks consist of a shaped, partly 

openwork plank surmounting a normally circular facial section. These masks give tangible form to 

invisible beings such the spirit of growth, or the forest spirits who are manifested as dwarves.  Nearly all 

wood masks are painted in black, white, and red with the high contrast geometric signs given to the 

people in primordial times. In general, these are symbols or patterns of cultural order, whether economic, 

political, or spiritual. Their meanings are disclosed by older initiates to male and female novices - Bwa 

boys and girls in the same age-grade undergo initiation together, even though only the boys wear masks. 

It seems that at first only relatively simple meanings are imparted; more esoteric content is revealed as the 

initiates mature. Thus the interpretations of graphic signs vary according to age and initiatory level, as 

well as region. One common explanation for the prominent “x” on three of the planks in this photograph 

is that it mimics a similar shape carved into the forehead of Bwa men to show their courage and 

adherence to tradition.  Few meanings, though, are codified, and they shift over time or space.  The signs 

themselves - chevrons, zigzags, crescents, checkerboard patterns, concentric circles, sculpted hooks, and 

others - are widely distributed across the region.  In fact, the Bwa may have taken both these mask types, 

and the graphic symbols, from the populations known collectively as the Gurunsi, who include the Nuna, 

and Winiama.  Similar signs appear as well on Mossi and Dogon masks (as seen in figs. 5-15, 5-41), 

5-41 Do masquerade
Bwa artists and performer
Boni, Burkina Faso
Leaves, fiber, eagle feathers
Photo: Christopher Roy 1985
https://africa.uima.uiowa.edu/media/index?People=23&MediaType=Image&action_=Use+Filter

5-41 Masqueraders in a “Troupe de Masques”
Bwa artists
Boni, Burkina Faso
Wood, fiber, paint
Photo: 2010 announcement of the group’s performance in Cleveland
https://www.clevelandart.org/events/special-events/parade-the-circle/featured-
artists/2010-guest-artists-african-artists-burkina-faso
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especially on those with tall projections that reach skyward. It would seem that the symbolic 

interpretation of mask motifs is deliberately left open among the Bwa (and  other  groups), enabling a 

tutor to  incorporate  the latest  or most important local  teachings, thereby best preparing  novices for 

adult life at that particular place and time. 

Wooden masks stand in some degree of opposition to Do leaf masks in Bwa communities. Leaf 

masks are clearly the more ancient and indigenous form, and it is acknowledged that wooden mask types 

have been borrowed or purchased from neighboring peoples. In addition, wooden masks act as a divisive 

force in that they tend to foster competition, with the families or clans who own the masks vying fiercely 

to create the most elaborate, innovative displays. They can perform in Burkinabe festivals and other 

secular contexts, and the four masqueraders illustrated were preparing for an appearance at the Cleveland 

Art Museum in 2010. Leaf masks, on the other hand, cut across family or lineage divisions and act as a 

unifying force.  Where leaf and wood masks coexist in the same communities, they perform separately 

and belong to rival religious associations. In some southern Bwa villages where both types appear, leaf 

mask masqueraders forbid the owners of wooden masks to participate in Do rites. In the northwest, 

however, the two mask types embody a beneficial nature/culture interaction. There, leaf masks foster 

growth in the spring, while wooden masks perform after the harvest to help integrate people and foster 

harmony in village culture by promoting respect for the rules of proper social behavior. 

Lobi Shrines and Sculpture 

Like the Senufo, the Lobi spread across three different modern nations – in their case, Burkina Faso, 

Ivory Coast and Ghana. In the past, their territory lay between centralized kingdoms to the northwest and 

southeast and was crossed by armed warriors.  Lobi homesteads, housing extended families of anywhere 

from a dozen to five dozen people, and led by a male elder, are thus highly defensible compounds 

surrounded by high walls made of horizontal layers (courses) of sun-dried clay. They have only narrow 

openings.  

A cluster of such homesteads forms a community living under the protection, regulation and 

blessings of a particular deity, or thil (plural thila), which is rooted in their land.  In addition, each family 

compound has at least one thil of its own. Social behavior is regulated and adjudicated by these thila, 

whose directives are passed to ordinary people by their priests. It is thila, for example, who order 

sculptures and other art forms to be made. The most important of these forms is the clay or wood 

sculpture called bateba. Human-like in form, a bateba acts as an intermediary between a particular thil 

and the human community Lobi carvers derive no special status from their work, perhaps in part because 

anyone can carve without specialized training. They are paid little; indeed, some thila are said to 

adversely affect a carver who takes any money at all. As a result, Lobi carvings are highly variable in 

style and degree of finish, a fact that does not in the least hinder their effectiveness (fig. 5-35). What  
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seems to be more important to the Lobi, or better, to their thila, is that a bateba act, for it is considered a 

living being able to see, communicate, and intervene on behalf of its thil. While stylized, bateba are 

complete in having the usual body parts, although most are highly simplified in their artistic renderings. 

Normally heads are enlarged, perhaps so the work of the god will be more effective. Other features may 

reflect specific powers.  Bateba expected to fight for their owners, for example, may have big hands. 

Others who block harmful forces such as disease or witchcraft and are depicted with one or both arms 

held up. Still others have sad expressions because their function is to mourn for their owners. Figures with 

two heads represent deities whose ability to see in several directions at once makes them exceptionally 

dangerous and powerful. Images without any specially defining  posture or expression, and considered 

"ordinary" by the Lobi, nearly always have faces that can be seen as grim or angry, for it is thought that 

only  in such a state can the bateba act forcefully. Such visual clues to meaning are not always clear, 

however; the Lobi themselves have conflicting and ambiguous interpretations of their imagery, which are 

given to the priest in visions or dreams. 

Thila may be "found" or "taken." A deity is "found" when it appears as a piece of iron in the bush 

or when it affects someone strongly, usually through sickness or misfortune. A deity is said to be "taken" 

when it is bought from the original owner and set up in a new shrine, where it continues its work. While 

shrines may be similar in appearance, each is in fact the unique result of orders received from the resident 

thila through a diviner. Some thila first want a roof terrace shrine, for example, or wish to be near a tree 

(see fig. 5-35), and later request another sanctuary inside the house or in a small separate building. The 

thila order what sorts of things the shrine must be equipped with; these often include one or more bateba, 

small images of humans and animals in iron or copper alloy, additional implements such as canes or bells, 

and specific types of ceramics. Many of these are present in a shrine photographed inside a Lobi room lit 

by an opening in the roof, and grouped around a clay platform (figure 5-34), an ensemble that includes  

bottles, and a covered pot. The double-headed figure in the center is an example of a bateba with 

particular superpowers. As is true for both Dogon and Senufo diviners, Lobi priests may recommend that 

5-35 Bateba for a thil, enshrined next to a tree outside a compound
Lobi artist
Gaoua, Burkina Faso
Clay, sacrifices
Photo: Anthony Pappone, 2012
https://www.flickr.com/photos/ronnyreportage/7909659308

5-35 Bateba for a thil, enshrined inside a dwelling 
Lobi artists  
Dako, Burkina Faso 
Wood, clay, sacrifices 
Photo: Christopher Roy, 1984 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Shrine_in_a_Lobi_home,_village_of_Dako,_Burkina_Faso.jpg 
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a client wear a protective amulet, usually of copper alloy.  These may take the form of spears, knives, 

bows and arrows, or even miniature pliers, designed to allow the thila defend a vulnerable person.  

Nankani Architecture 

Like the multifaceted masquerades of Burkina Faso, many of which tend to combine underlying organic 

forms with geometric surface patterns incorporating human and animal references, the built environments 

of the Gur-speaking peoples of southern Burkina Faso and northern Ghana share common stylistic 

vocabularies while exhibiting striking local variations, the latter often being indications of cultural 

difference. Yet the domestic structures of decentralized populations found scattered across the landscape 

in this region represent just one cluster of architectural traditions. Other walled compounds are found 

throughout a broad band of savannah that stretches across much of western Africa.  The walled 

compounds of the Lobi may be the westernmost representatives of these aesthetically sculpted African 

architectural forms, which extend as far east as the Musgum of northern Cameroon and Chad (Chapter 3). 

While many of the communities straddling the Burkina - Ghana border have been well studied 

and photographed (including the Bulsa and Kassena), the homes of Nankani peoples, a Gurunsi group, are 

especially beautiful (fig. 5-43). Plans of Nankani compounds from the twentieth century highlight  

features that were originally defensive, as nineteenth century residents had needed to defend themselves 

from armed invaders. A single narrow entrance faced west. Dwellings were placed at the eastern side of 

the complex, their entrances oriented on direct sightlines to the main entrance to the homestead. A low 

barrier just inside the entrance to each house enabled defenders to shoot arrows at invaders from dark 

interiors.  Of course, this high door sill also keeps chickens and other livestock from wandering inside. 

The creation of each dwelling is a cooperative yet gender-specific venture. Men build the walls, 

roofs, and interior shelving, while women incise, paint and waterproof the building surfaces inside and 

out. As may be seen in this illustration, the walls are often burnished with smooth stones after they have 

been ornamented, a laborious process that renders them more stable as well as more attractive.  

The compound itself is also view ed as gendered. Areas outside the compound are male-oriented, 

as is the cattle pen located just inside the entrance while interior courtyards and dwellings are female-

oriented.  Visitors thus pass from public and male realms to increasingly private and intimate features that 

are the domain of women.  These include the hearth and grindstones, where food is prepared and cooked, 

and the platforms built into the interior walls for beds, shrines, and storage areas.  A focus is the adobe 

shelf where pottery is stacked and food stored, and where similar stacks of dried gourds, or calabashes, 

5-43 Biloa Wenna painting the walls of a dwelling in her compound
Nankani artist
Zecco, Burkina Faso
Clay, pigment
Photo: Margaret Courtney-Clark, 1987 http://www.margaret-courtney-clarke.com/african-
canvas.html
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are hung in nets made of fiber.  A woman keeps her most treasured possessions in one of these gourds, 

and in one of these pots, and an illustration of a shelf in a home owned by a Kassena woman in Bourkina 

Faso (fig. 5-44) shows one way in which this shelf may be sculpted and polished.  The burnished  

ceramics shown here, marked with dark designs on the reddish body of fired clay, shows how the same 

patterns and techniques may be used to embellish both clay pots and clay walls.  

The Nankani recognize symbolic correspondences among the female body and a woman’s 

dwelling.  The rounded shape of a women's houses, and the food prepared within, are analogous to a 

woman’s womb, and the baby it nurtures. In contrast, male meeting shelters and houses occupied by men 

are often rectangular. Entries to houses and compounds are spoken of as "mouths"; doorways on women's 

houses are also referred to as if they were genital openings. Doorways are thus recognized as liminal 

spaces, vulnerable thresholds between places of contrasting quality and purpose. Life transitions, too, are 

articulated architecturally. The woman's sideboard shown in figure 5-45 is called the "face of the 

deceased," for a female elder, after her death, is placed on her bed facing the carefully sculptured storage 

unit where her ceramic vessels are stacked. Her death rituals also involve the breaking of her most revered 

calabash and her small personal, sacred pot. After the death of a male elder, a hole is made in the house he 

slept in for the removal of his body directly to the farm area; thus the compound entrance itself remains 

undefiled by death. 

While a talented female elder may supervise the entire process, perhaps creating an overall 

aesthetic for the compound, each woman seems to be ultimately responsible for the designs on her own 

walls.  Over the last two decades, wall painting throughout the region has become more haphazard, and 

women in the Nankani town of Sirigu in northern Ghana have banded together to conserve, market, and 

expand this artistic tradition. They recognize that in the past, Nankani courtyards were embellished with, 

and protected by, essentially geometric patterns that were layered with meaning.    

The single most important decoration was a more or less continuous median band, ridge, or series 

of lines running horizontally around each structure. This was called yidoor, "lines running straight," a 

word that also means "rows in a cultivated field" and was used as well for the two parallel wooden base 

supports that strengthened the bottom of most baskets. The motif is also called "long eye," which signifies 

5-44 Shelf in a woman’s house where ceramics are stored
Kassena architect and potters
Tiebele, Burkina Faso
Clay, pigment
Photo: Mayouma Lanmou’amou
https://www.flickr.com/photos/40849343@N00/1091428995/in/photolist-2ErRPi-
8aVRYe-2Ew7XQ-4omEbK-4oqHXY-8aZ9YW-8aVS26-2EwbCJ-2Ewjf7-2ErNnk-
8aWb1V-2ErMrP-8aWb6i-7WWxMP-uaPi4-4TaisC-2EwgoJ-4Taisy-2ErSy8-8aVRVn-
2ErHzR-6akPNK-pvndP6-pvnk6V-pMW3Bd-pvn9ar-9pa2do-4FmHJA-4Fhubp-4Fhujn-
4FmJ2w-4FmHq5-4FmHvJ-9pgCVk-4Fhu1T-4FmHDN-4FhuyD-4FmHzq-4FhufK-
4FmHms-4FmJ5q-4FmHs9-9pgCLx-4FmHZb-3An5jV-69YDWu-2htUYyA-2htUYbX-
2htUVgo-2htTZ3c
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longevity, and it is sometimes rendered as a snake turning back on itself. All together these various 

associations imply unity and continuity for the family and dwelling so encircled. The decoration is also 

practical, as it deflects the course of rainwater and thus impedes erosion. 

Other patterns are notable. A bisected lozenge design, visible around the arched doorway of the 

dwelling to the right (fig. 5-43), is called zalanga, the name for the net sling that holds a woman's private 

calabash collection and her most revered objects and amulets, including her personal shrine (see fig. 5-

46). Though not visible here, shapes were sometimes filled in with close cross-hatched grooves, 

producing a textured surface called guinea corn. Additional patterns were named broken calabash, cane, 

potsherd, triangular amulet, men's cloth, and cloth strips, among others. The triangular motif 

 Seen on the walls being painted here was called both “filed teeth” and “neck of the dove”, depending on 

how it was read, apexes pointing down or up. The same rectilinear patterns are still woven in baskets and 

applied to pottery. Analogous dense patterns are incised on men's and women's faces. The similar 

embellishment of houses, containers, and people reinforces their symbolic inter-relationships.  

CONTEMPORARY ARTS 

As noted above, the peoples of the Western Sudan have been in constant interaction with Mande-speaking 

populations for at least a thousand years. It should therefore come as no surprise that Dogon artists have 

exhibited in Mali, or that Ouagadougou (pronounced Wagadugu), the capital of Burkina Faso, has a 

burgeoning art scene that welcomes international visitors. Artists who studied at the Institut National des 

Arts (INA) in Bamako, the capital of Mali, have drawn on Dogon themes.  One of the graduates of this 

institute, Aminghere Dolo (born 1955) comes from a family of blacksmiths who live in a small Dogon 

town near Sangha, and therefore Dolo could have chosen to carve replicas of old Dogon sculpture for 

tourists in his home town. Instead, he sculpts twisted figures of wood in a studio located in Segou, a large 

city in Mali which was once the capital of a Bamana empire. His work has been featured in an arts 

festival in Segou, together with painters, musicians, and masquerade performers. Although the surfaces of 

Dolo's sculptures are clean, some of his work has the haunting formlessness of Tellem figures.  In this 

example (fig. 5-47), the shapes merge into either an animal, or a merged pair of beings whose features are 

barely discernable and appear to have not fully been liberated from the wood. 

Burkinabe artists working with varied handicrafts have been able to display their work in a arts 

festival known as SIAO held in Ouagadougou, and it has been a showcase for African fashion designers.  

But SIAO tends to be overshadowed by the influential FESPACO, the Panafrican Festival of Cinema and 

5-47 Ber Kou Ieye, 2000
Amaghiguere Dolo b. 1955  
Segu, Mali 
Wood. 70 cm. 
https://www.franceculture.fr/emissions/la-vignette-13-
14/amahiguere-dolo 
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Television, which was first held in 1964. The winning film at this bi-annual film festival is given an 

award called the “golden stallion”, which honors a legendary princess who rode a stallion into battle and 

whose son founded the Mossi state.  Early award winners predominantly came from francophone Africa, 

a reflection of the enduring influence of twentieth century filmmakers such as Ousmane Sembene of 

Senegal but during the twentieth century, productions from the entire continent won top awards.    

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 185



PART II 

Western Africa 

6 West Atlantic Forests 

FIFTEENTH-CENTURY PORTUGUESE adventurers sailing south along the arid coastline of 

northwestern Africa came to the lush green shores of a region they named Guinea. For 

centuries to follow, Europeans used the term “Guinea” to refer to most of the West African 

coast (and to the coins whose gold originated there). Today Africa’s westernmost lands are 

somtimes known as the West Atlantic region, and its forested coasts are divided between the 

nations of Senegal, Gambia, Guinea Bissau, Guinea, Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Côte d’Ivoire. 

Although all the peoples of this region speak languages of the great Niger-Congo family, 

those who speak West Atlantic languages are believed to have been the first inhabitants of the 

region. Yet over the past five centuries these early cultures have been displaced and absorbed 

by the expansion of inland cultures related to the Mande-speaking peoples described in 

chapter 4. The languages of these later immigrants are known as “core Mande” or “peripheral 

Mande,” depending upon their degree of relationship to the speech of the Malinke and 

Soninke. During the nineteenth century, former slaves from other regions of Africa, and 

settlers from the Americas, added to the ethnic complexity of the West Atlantic coasts. 

Perhaps in response to these ethnic interrelationships, religious associations in the region 

cross linguistic and cultural boundaries. Art forms connected to these associations are shared 

by neighboring cultures even when their languages are unrelated. On the other hand, peoples 

with similar languages and cultural origins may use very different types of art, or use them in 

differing contexts. Thus the history of art in this part of the African continent is particularly 

difficult to reconstruct; even if the name and usage of one specific art object has been 

documented, similar undocumented works may have served a very different function in other 

places and in other times. 

The arts of the West Atlantic forests include bold murals, elegant ceramic vessels, 

ornaments and instruments of metal, intricately woven fabrics, and dyed bark cloth. However, 

the region is particularly famous for its masquerades. This chapter therefore focuses upon 

these multimedia performances, which in some groups address almost every aspect of life. 

Although women elsewhere in Africa are often excluded from participation in masking, and 

they are usually barred from performing in wooden masks, here they may own particular 

masquerades, and even wear the masks themselves. 

Masquerades bring together the creative efforts of sculptors, performers, attendants, 

musicians, and spectators. The artist who carves a wooden head or face for a masquerader 
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may sometimes paint or embellish it, but usually the mask is ornamented and costumed by its 

owner. The dancer who performs a mask must be sensitive to both the expectations of its 

empowering spirit (as perceived by the performer and the audience) and the aspirations of its 

owner. 

The ability to create art forms addressing many different needs has allowed artists from 

the region to sculpt art forms for foreigners with great success. During the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries, coastal artists carved works in ivory for Portuguese patrons, which found 

their way to the courts of Europe. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, new forms 

of art and architecture have been made for Muslim communities and foreign settlers. These 

inventive and innovative art works meld foreign traditions with the aesthetic heritage of the 

West Atlantic forests. 

EARLY ARTS 

Very few archaeological excavations have taken place in the westernmost forests of Africa, 

and thus little is known of art produced in the region prior to European contact. Yet 

significant works of art, including figurative sculpture in stone and ivory, were being made at 

least as early as the fifteenth century, when the Portuguese first arrived in the region. 

Stone Figures 

For generations, farmers in Sierra Leone and adjoining portions of Guinea and Liberia have 

unearthed small figures carved of soapstone and other types of rock. The imagery and styles 

of these sculptures are quite varied, especially among those found in the lands now inhabited 

by the Kissi and Kono people. In lands now owned by the Mende people, farmers place 

excavated stone figures or free-standing heads in their rice fields or palm groves. Regarded as 

the representatives of previous owners of the land, the objects are given offerings and asked 

to bring abundant harvests. Unsuccessful, ineffective statues may be cursed or whipped. 

The Mende call these stone images nomolisia (sing. nomoli) or mali yafeisia, “found 

spirits.” When they find buried caches of metal rings, or of figures and heads adorned with 

rings, both the metal and stone objects are called “spirits of leaders,” mahei yafeisia (sing. 

maha yafei). Mahei yafeisia are treated with great respect, and may serve as the visual and 

spiritual centerpieces of shrines and other assemblages of sacred material where important 

oaths are sworn. 

Some art historians have chosen to use the Mende term nomoli for one distinct style of 

these stone figures, even though many examples come from non-Mende areas. Perhaps a 
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better term would be “coastal style,” since most are found within a hundred miles of the 

ocean. Coastal-style (nomoli-style) figures have domed foreheads, full noses and mouths, and 

eyes that are precisely carved as spherical globes. An unusually long figure in this nomoli 

style may perhaps represent a corpse lying on a bier (fig. 6-2). The lines across the figure’s 

mouth may depict a beard, common on figures in this style, or refer to the practice of binding 

a king as part of his installation ceremony, a ceremony still found among the Temne people 

today. 

The sculpted stone head from Sierra Leone in figure 6-3 could have been called a maha 

yafei if it had been found by a Mende farmer. It is set upon a firm base formed by a thick, 

almost conical neck. Like other examples, this head was made as an independent work and 

did not once form part of a more complete figure. Although it shares some features with the 

coastal-style figures described above, some of its characteristics, such as the sharp division 

between head and neck and the upturned position of the face, are found only in other stone 

heads. As is common in these heads, the hair is sculpted in a topknot, and large rings are 

shown in the ears. The heavy eyelids, almost closed, give the oval face an expression of 

reserved calm. 

When the Kissi of Guinea and parts of Sierra Leone unearth stone figures (including those 

in a coastal style), they identify them as “the dead,” pomtan (sing. pomdo). A Kissi farmer 

who finds a carved image has dreams linking it to a deceased family member. The dreams 

allow him to name it, and to place it, together with smooth uncarved rocks, in a community 

shrine dedicated to the ancestors. It may be first adorned with beads or coins and surrounded 

by cloth wrappings or a wooden case. Since a corpse carried on a plank by mourners is 

believed to cause the plank to move in response to questions, a swaddled stone ancestor 

figure may be placed on a piece of wood and carried on the head of its guardian during 

divination ceremonies. In addition, a stone sculpture identified in a dream as the spirit of a 

powerful man may also be placed in a circumcision camp to protect and assist his 

descendants and the other boys undergoing initiation. 

All stone figures in non-coastal styles have been given the Kissi names pomtan and 

pomdo by art historians, even if they were not found in Kissi territory. It would be better to 

refer to them as “inland styles.” Some of these styles consist of simple cylinders with 

rudimentary faces, or spherical heads attached to cylindrical bodies, but others are quite 

detailed. A particularly compelling inland (“pomdo”) style is exemplified by a seated figure 

with an open mouth and long teeth, who seems to be astride a mount whose horns or reins he 

holds (fig. 6-4). As is typical in this style, the eyes have the shapes of grains of rice, and the 
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forehead merges with an elaborate hairstyle or crown. 

Stone sculpture from the West Atlantic forests cannot now be dated by physical analysis. 

An eroded wooden figure in the coastal style has been given radio-isotope dates of 

approximately AD 1200 to 1400, suggesting that the stone figures of this style may be 

contemporary to Jenne- and Sao-style terracottas (see chapters 3 and 4). Additional support 

for these dates comes from a remarkable body of art carved by Africans for European clients. 

These objects are known as the Sapi-Portuguese ivories. 

Export Ivories 

Portuguese explorers of the fifteenth century landed on the coastal sand bars northwest of the 

hills they were to name Sierra Leone. There they encountered a cluster of peoples they 

referred to as the Sapi. Apparently the Sapi extended from the central coastline of present-day 

Guinea to the central coastline of present-day Sierra Leone. Ancestors of the Bullom (some 

of whom were also called the Sherbro), the Temne, and the Baga, they were related as well to 

the Kissi and to other groups speaking West Atlantic languages. A Portuguese book written 

by Valentin Fernandes and published in the early sixteenth century characterized the Sapi as 

peaceful and prosperous, and recorded that “the men are very ingenious, and they make ivory 

objects that are wonderful to see.” 

Portuguese sailors may have collected ivory objects as souvenirs during their first visits to 

the Sapi region. By the last decades of the fifteenth century, they were commissioning works 

of art from Sapi sculptors to bring home to patrons in Europe. Sapi-Portuguese ivories 

included spoons, cylindrical boxes, hunting horns, and covered bowls, all carved with 

detailed images. 

Covered bowls such as the one in figure 6-5 resemble European lidded chalices in their 

overall shapes. However, written inventories of the sixteenth century show that these art 

objects were used as saltcellars. Salt was a valuable commodity in Renaissance Europe, and 

elaborate containers for salt were popular with wealthy European merchants and aristocrats. 

The shape of this ivory saltcellar may have been based upon tableware owned by captains of 

Portuguese ships. Yet its geometric patterns may be derived from Sapi designs used for 

scarification, calabash decoration, pottery, or housepainting. On the lid of the vessel, 

crocodiles carved in shallow relief attack a nude figure not visible in the illustration. The 

crocodile is a potent image in coastal arts of Guinea today, and this gory scene may have 

been related to religious beliefs of the period. However, it may also have been an exotic or 

titillating element added primarily to interest European patrons. 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 189



The ring of figures encircling the vessel are carved in the coastal style; their heads are 

only slightly more delicate than that of the reclining stone figure (see fig. 6-2). The female 

figures wear only short wrappers or skirts, and appear to be Sapi women, while the male 

figures (with long straight hair, shirts, and trousers) join their hands in the position used by 

Europeans for prayer, and appear to be Portuguese. The supportive or possessive gestures of 

the female figures remind us that sixteenth-century marriages between Portuguese traders and 

African women were creating prosperous family partnerships in new settlements along the 

western coasts of Africa. 

Today leaders of many communities in Sierra Leone and Liberia are accompanied by 

heralds blowing ivory horns when they appear at important events. Centuries ago such 

instruments may have inspired Portuguese visitors to request Sapi artists to carve imitations 

of European hunting horns, or olifants (fig. 6-6). Unlike instruments carved for local African 

usage, olifants (named for the elephants supplying the ivory) were blown from the tip of the 

tusk rather than from a hole on the concave surface. This Sapi-Portuguese olifant displays 

hunting dogs, stags, and other beasts. Its huntsmen have tiny coastal-style faces. These 

images were evidently taken from illustrations in Portuguese books, which were given to the 

Sapi artists as models. Braided, ridged, and twisted bands of ornament separate the scenes 

into registers, just as the pages of the books were framed by designs. The coat of arms and 

mottoes of the kings of Spain are accurately reproduced here, indicating that the horn may 

have been intended for a Spanish aristocrat. As Fernandes noted, “whatever sort of object is 

drawn for them, they can carve in ivory.” 

Sapi artists created such faithful renditions of European images that eventually these 

ornate horns were attributed to European artists; some have only recently been reidentified as 

African art. These Sapi-Portuguese ivories were able to lose their African identity so easily 

because they are the earliest West African examples of what art historians have termed 

“tourist art”; they were made to satisfy foreign visitors rather than to be used in their culture 

of origin. 

Portuguese records indicate that Mande-speaking warriors arrived on the coast in the 

middle of the 1500s, disrupting and destroying Sapi communities. By the end of the sixteenth 

century, Sapi artists were no longer making ivories for export. Although many peoples of 

Sierra Leone now carve wooden figures, the modern styles are quite different from those of 

the Sapi. 
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MASKING AND RELATED ARTS 

While some sculpture of the West Atlantic forests can be dated to the sixteenth century, 

masks are not mentioned in European accounts until the seventeenth century. Masquerades 

were apparently documented first in the northern portions of the West Atlantic forests. The 

following brief survey of regional West Atlantic masquerades thus begins in the north and 

moves southward. 

Initiations of the Jola, the Bidjogo, and their Neighbors 

In the last years of the seventeenth century, a European traveler named Froger reported 

seeing a “circumcised” man wearing a horned head-dress in the town of Barra, on the banks 

of the Gambia River. Europeans knew the region south of the Gambia River as the 

Casamance, after the Kassa Mansa or king of the Kassa people, and the Kassa (a small West 

Atlantic-speaking community) still live in the Casamance region. Although the Kassa do not 

perform masquerades today, several neighboring groups do. Most information on 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century masking in the Casamance region comes from the Jola 

(Diola) people. A researcher showed Jola elders photographs of woven, horned headdresses 

that have been documented as entering European collections (fig. 6-7) during that period. The 

Jola identified them as a kebul, an older version of a rare horned mask called ejumba. 

An ejumba may sometimes appear in Jola communities when the young men of an age-

grade return from the ordeals and training period that have prepared them for adulthood. It is 

only worn by the spiritual leaders of the graduates, for the tubular eyes are associated with 

clairvoyance, their ability to perceive invisible supernatural forces. The fiery red color of the 

seeds affixed to the woven surface of the mask may assist these young men in their battles 

with sorcerers, while the white seashells are those used by diviners to predict the future. 

Horned face masks like the ejumba are much rarer today among the Jola than they are 

among neighboring groups such as the Balanta. Yet in several Casamance groups (including 

the Jola), youths still dance in caps supporting a pair of cow’s horns at the beginning of their 

initiation, and some of these horned headdresses are elaborate constructions hung about with 

mirrors and cloth. Horns on both headdresses and face masks could once have been tangible 

evidence of the young men’s success in cattle raids, for throughout the Casamance region of 

Senegal (and in the neighboring nation of Guinea Bissau), age-grades were expected to steal 

their neighbors’ cattle. These cattle raids allowed them to accumulate enough wealth to 

marry, and provided proof of the age-grade’s military abilities. Today the horns testify to the 

generosity and prosperity of the community supporting the initiates, for they are taken from 
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the cattle slaughtered to provide meat for the feasts given on behalf of these young men. 

These horned masks and headdresses have their counterpart in the dramatic age-grade 

displays of the Coniagui and the Bassari (Balian), who live to the southeast of the Jola on the 

border between Guinea and Senegal. Circumcised boys of the Bassari are supervised by two 

older age-grades as they are symbolically killed and reborn as men, and each of the 

supervisory grades appears in elaborate finery. A series of photographs shows one of the 

three age-grades in a Bassari community wearing woven disks with radiating attachments of 

fabric and fiber; in some cases their faces are hidden behind veils of green mosquito netting 

(fig. 6-8). Evidently these boys are the younger supervisors; the older supervisors wear huge 

headdresses, crests woven of colored palm fiber. 

The male age-grades of the Bidjogo, a West Atlantic-speaking group who live on the 

Bissagos Islands off the coast of Guinea Bissau, are also known for their striking 

costumes and masquerades. Just as Casamance boys wear horned caps to show that their 

age-grade is preparing for initiation, some Bidjogo boys wear horned headdresses when 

their age-grade is formed. Whereas Casamance peoples identify the young men with the 

bulls sacrificed so that the ceremonies may begin, the members of the youngest Bidjogo 

age-grade are dressed as calves. Bidjogo boys may also wear headdresses linking them to 

non-threatening species of fish. 

When a Bidjogo age-grade has passed through this first level, its members become 

warriors, and prepare for initiation into mature adulthood. The new warriors wear heavy 

headdresses and other wooden attachments (feet, fins, etc.) to mimic the appearance of 

swordfish, sharks, hippopotami, or crocodiles. All these wild animals are extremely 

dangerous for the ocean-going canoes of the Bidjogo, and the large heavy costumes 

demonstrate the courage and strength of the dancers. 

Particularly evocative helmet masks allow some Bidjogo warriors to become untamed 

and ferocious bulls (fig. 6-9). The Bidjogo once sent their youths to the mainland to raid 

cattle, and (like Casamance peoples) they associate bulls with this type of warfare. Cattle 

masqueraders imitate the bellowing charges and wild behavior of untamed bulls, and must be 

held back with ropes. 

Should Bidjogo youths die before their age-grade has been initiated into mature 

adulthood, they are believed to become restless spirits, ghosts who must be laid to rest by 

girls who undergo initiations on their behalf. During the final initiation ceremonies of the 

male age-grade, young women wear headdresses similar those worn by the boys for their first 
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age-grade displays. Each young woman is possessed by the spirit of a youth, and during the 

ceremony the deceased youth speaks to his family through her chants and her gestures. The 

rites are a vivid reminder of each individual’s value to his relatives and to the community. 

The spectacular and theatrical nature of Bidjogo masquerades was once matched by the 

age-grade displays of peoples on the mainland. In the 1930s, Papel initiates dressed as 

enormous sea snails were photographed wearing models of sailing ships on their heads. Other 

photographs of the era show Papel and Manjaka youths wearing constructions in the shape of 

airplanes. Today these peoples no longer have such elaborate age-grade ceremonies, but 

create wonderfully inventive masquerades for Guinea Bissau’s Carnival celebrations. 

Carnival in Bissau, the capital of the nation of Guinea Bissau, is linked to celebrations in 

the Cape Verde Islands and Brazil. Although inspired by the Christian calendar, the festival 

has a distinctly secular focus. Papier-mâché costumes that appeared in a 1987 Carnival 

procession publicized the need for inoculations (fig. 6-10). One took the form of a syringe, 

and another the child to be inoculated. The expansive and bulbous shapes of the enormous 

faces and stomachs were enhanced by elephantine ears. Although these masqueraders may 

appear completely modern in both style and imagery, they are direct descendants of the 

sailing ships and airplanes of early twentieth-century masquerades. 

Just as age-grade masquerades link the Bidjogo to peoples on the mainland, certain 

protective art works seem to be shared by West Atlantic speakers as well. The Bidjogo use 

hollow cylinders covered with red cloth to house guardian spirits; both the sacred object and 

its indwelling spirit are often known by the Krio (Creole) term iran. The most important of 

these spirit beings is the divinity who oversees a town or lineage, known as Orebok-Okoto. 

These images are owned by the male leader of the community, but both an iran and its shrine 

are cared for by a woman. One iran for Orebok-Okoto is surmounted by a human head 

wearing the nineteenth-century European top hat favored by coastal leaders (fig. 6-11). The 

imported metal set into the eyes adds aesthetic and economic interest to the sculpture. 

Performed Art of the Baga and their Neighbors 

A type of sacred object similar to the iran is found to the southeast of the Bidjogo, along the 

coasts of northwestern Guinea. These lands are inhabited by small populations, including 

Baga groups, the Nalu, and the Landuman. Here the protective image is known by a variety 

of names. Most of the Baga call it a-tshol (pl. tshol), a word they translate as “medicine,” 

although other terms (such as elek or nach) may also be used by the Baga and Nalu. 
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Like the iran of Orebok-Okoto, an a-tshol has a cylindrical base with one or more 

openings where spiritually charged substances and regular sacrifices can be placed (fig. 6-

12). However, the human forehead, ears, and nose of the head of the a-tshol merge into a 

long, curved, bird-like beak. It is said to be a composite creature, capable of traveling 

through air, water, and earth. An a-tshol also refers to wealth, elegance, and leadership 

through its expensive metal studs, its elaborate crested coiffure, and its base, which 

resembles the stools used by leaders. 

An a-tshol is owned by the head of a clan, and may be seen as a manifestation of God. It 

is judge, healer, and supreme authority within the clan. A Baga leader guards it in a shrine, 

together with an assemblage of relics, a powerful helmet mask, and substances containing 

supernatural power. Some of these potent materials may be inserted into the geometric holes 

in the head and cylindrical base. During important events in the lives of clan members, the 

head of an a-tshol can also be detached from the base, and can even be worn as a head-dress 

by a dancer. These events include planting and harvest ceremonies and the settlement of 

major disputes. Before the colonial era, they had no kings, judges, lawyers, police, or prisons; 

their lives were regulated by elders, prophets, and the sacred powers embodied by art objects 

such as this. 

Tshol are joined by a large number of other masquerades in this section of the West 

Atlantic forests. A particularly impressive type is called a-mantshol-nga-tsho (“master of 

medicine”) in one Baga group. Outsiders often refer to it by the foreign name basonyi, taken 

from the neighboring Susu people who have admired its performances. This is a serpent-like 

being, apparently danced by Nalu and Landuman peoples in addition to the Baga. Although 

each masquerade may be sponsored by a specific lineage, all are inspired by a serpent spirit 

common throughout the region, who is identified with the water and the rainbow, with 

fertility, and with wealth. 

In one example, the diamond-shaped markings on the undulating surface of the wooden 

snake balanced by the dancer are heightened by the patterns on the cloth surrounding its base 

and covering the dancer’s raffia cloak (fig. 6-13). The round eyes of the serpent, always 

mentioned as frightening or piercing, are isolated and emphasized by their placement at the 

very top of the sculpture. Even though this photograph was not taken during a performance, 

it shows that the heavy wooden form was balanced on the dancer’s head. However, peoples 

in the region describe the towering red, white, and black serpent as gliding smoothly over 

rice fields as it leaves the forest to appear on the outskirts of the community. 

Yet another dramatic masquerade is known as banda among the Nalu and kumbaduba 
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among the Baga (fig. 6-14). The heavy wooden mask of banda combines the jaws of a 

crocodile, the horns of an antelope, the sensitive ears of a forest creature, and the tail of a 

chameleon (located between the horns of the masks here). Its prominent nose recalls that of 

a-tshol, although the other surfaces on the larger headdress are flatter and more geometric.

The elaborate crested hairstyle of a-tshol also appears on banda, but here the incised details

of scarification and coiffure are emphasized by painted decoration rather than by metal tacks.

Some of the floral or stellar shapes ornamenting banda are similar to those found on imported

dishes and other trade goods, and may be related to motifs on textiles once woven in Senegal,

Guinea Bissau, and the Cape Verde Islands for African and European patrons.

Banda is renowned for its spectacular dance movements, its ability to spin high in the air 

and low to the ground. Its acrobatics are extraordinary when we consider the substantial 

weight of the mask itself. In the nineteenth century, banda seems to have appeared at 

initiations, harvest ceremonies, and funerals, but today this dramatic masquerade is danced 

primarily for entertainment. 

Recent masquerades in this area are often associated with Islam. One well-documented 

form, named al-B’rak (or al-Barak), was invented by a Baga artist named Salu Baki (died 

1993) in 1955 (fig. 6-15). Al-B’rak is a loose adaptation of the mysterious, winged, woman-

headed mare who is believed to have carried the prophet Muhammad on a mystical flight. 

The body of the horse has been transformed into a box, while the female head is now male. 

Like the serpent masquerade and the danced a-tshol, al-B’rak is a three-dimensional wooden 

sculpture placed atop a narrow stem enveloped in raffia and covered with cloth. Salu Baki’s 

son had learned to create shapes with rulers and compasses at school, and the artist adapted 

these for the designs on his masquerade. However, the multicolored shapes on the white 

surface also recall those of earlier banda masks. 

At the time al-B’rak was invented, Muslim missionaries were converting many of the 

coastal peoples of Guinea, and destroying the sacred art objects of the past. This iconoclasm 

continued during the Marxist regime of 1958 to 1984, when most non-Muslim art forms were 

banned. Only ostensibly new masquerades associated with Islam, such as al-B’rak, could be 

danced without fear of reprisal. 

One of the masquerades suppressed by Muslim leaders and the Guinean government was 

the famous d’mba (or nimba) of the Baga. D’mba had been a monumental image of a strong, 

mature woman. During masquerades her enormous wooden head towered over the celebrants 

(fig. 6-16). Her flattened breasts identified her as the ideal mother, who had suckled many 

children and tied them to her back. Her full body was composed of the raffia substructure 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 195



common to other Baga masquerades, while her elaborate hairstyle (emphasized with shiny 

metal studs) was similar to the ornamentation of a-tshol. 

Simply carrying the large, heavy sculpture would have been a feat of strength; only 

exceptional performers could have made this feminine ideal move gracefully and serenely 

through the town. D’mba greeted important visitors, and her image could be seen on other art 

forms (such as figures and drums) associated with female leadership. She appeared during 

harvest festivals and other celebrations, and was showered with rice. Women who touched 

her breasts or her swirling fiber skirts were blessed with healthy children and productive 

fields. 

Since 1984, non-Islamic religious arts have no longer been illegal, and masquerades can 

now be danced more openly. Revivals of d’mba now join a host of newer performances, 

including several smaller and more naturalistic versions of female busts atop a cloth and 

raffia base. She is once again civilized, beautiful, and an inspiration to the women of a 

community. Of all the masquerades of this portion of the coastal region, d’mba is closest to 

women’s masks of Sierra Leone and western Liberia. 

Women’s and Men’s Societies: Sande/Bondo and Poro 

Powerful pan-ethnic associations for women and men are an important feature of much of the 

West Atlantic region. The following descriptions of these widespread organizations are based 

upon extensive research, conducted prior to the civil wars and anarchy that destroyed many 

communities of Sierra Leone and disrupted most of Liberia during the 1990s. As the region 

attempts to recover from the horrors of these wars, men and women are evidently reviving 

some of the institutions that formed a foundation for civil society in the past. 

The women’s society known as Bondo or Sande is found among West Atlantic-speaking 

peoples (including the Gola and Temne), Mande-speaking peoples (including the Mende, 

Vai, and Kpelle), and the Bassa, who speak a language of the Kru family. Sande or Bondo 

officials take female children into a shelter in the forest, where the girls learn the secrets of 

womanhood, and undergo a clitoridectomy. When the initiates have completed their training, 

they are presented to the community as fully mature women. In all of these groups, carved 

wooden headdresses are danced by leaders of the women’s association to make manifest the 

spirits who guide them. A masked spirit is seen as one embodiment of the mystical power 

(sometimes translated as “medicine”) of Sande/Bondo. Although each masquerader has her 

own individual name and identity, generic terms can also be used, including ndoli jowei, “the 

Sande leader” or “the expert leader who dances” (in Mende communities). These general 
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references stress the masquerader’s role as a lead dancer and as a high-ranking official of 

Sande/Bondo. 

In a photograph taken during a Bondo ceremony of the Temne people, an important 

masquerader (here known as nöwö) is surrounded by her attendants (fig. 6-1). Every aspect 

of the masquerade is linked to the character of her spirit, and to the roles and values of the 

Bondo association. The white scarf tied to the central projection at the top of the helmet-like 

head of the nöwö shows her solidarity with the initiates, who are covered in white pigment 

during their initiation as a demonstration of their liminal, otherwordly status. The concentric 

bands at the base of the mask are compared by the Temne to the ridges ringing the hard black 

chrysalis of a species of moth. Since the nöwö is responsible for the transformation of 

children into fully feminine, sexually mature women, it is the equivalent of a chrysalis that 

protects the metamorphosis of a winged creature. 

Among many Mende groups, the encircling ridges are also references to the origin of the 

mask. When a particularly wise and respected Sande official is renowned for her abilities as a 

dancer and choreographer, she dreams of plunging into a pool or river, the dwelling place of 

female spirits. As the leader emerges from this watery realm, she brings with her the conical 

head of the Sande spirit. The ripples formed on the water as she surfaces appear as rings 

around the base of the mask. 

Other features also refer to the miraculous creation of the mask. The Sande official falls 

unkempt into the water, but emerges with beautiful clothing and elaborately braided hair. The 

coiffure of the wooden headdress is therefore complex and crisply carved. Girls who 

appeared to their communities at the conclusion of Sande and Bondo initiations once wore 

similarly elegant hairstyles, signs of orderly and civilized life. A helmet mask from Sierra 

Leone emphasizes the links between high status and exquisite grooming, for it wears an 

elegant version of a European crown (fig. 6-17). The surface of the mask is a glossy black, 

the color of the mud on the river bottom (as is the costume of thick strands of raffia palm 

fiber). Black is also the color of clean, oiled, healthy, and beautiful human skin, and initiates 

are praised for their glossy complexions when they exhibit their virtuosity as dancers during 

the concluding ceremonies. 

The delicacy and the reserved expression of the face of nöwö (mirrored in the demeanor 

of the attendants) are the result of the training girls receive during Bondo and Sande. The 

initiates learn wisdom, beauty, grace, and self-control, all of which they will need within the 

multigenerational, polygamous households of their future husbands. The antithesis of these 

values is demonstrated by the masked and unmasked clowns who accompany the nöwö, 
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sowei, or ndoli jowei. A clown (known among the Mende as gonde) wears an ugly and 

disfigured version of the leadership masks, or a beautiful mask that has become old and 

damaged; it dances in an uncouth, clumsy manner. 

A small, sculpted version of the lovely head of a Bondo or Sande masquerader appears on 

staffs and other objects used by officials of the association, reminding observers of the 

spiritual source of the women’s authority. Freestanding figures may also be stored with the 

masks and other materials that act as a group’s spiritual power (“medicine”). 

In many areas, Sande associations alternate their training sessions with those of the men’s 

association, known as Poro. During the period set aside for Poro, a sowei or ndoli jowei may 

only appear for the funeral of an important Sande official, or when men break the sacred laws 

of the association and must be judged and punished. Poro masquerades are only performed 

during Sande training periods when the same conditions apply. 

Poro circumcises young boys and initiates them into adulthood, just as Sande excises 

young girls and prepares them for sexual maturity and married life. Poro groups of the Gola 

people may bring out a Gbetu masquerader who dances with a beautifully carved wooden 

helmet. Yet Poro leaders in Sierra Leone and Liberia often do not wear wooden masks, and in 

some cases do not even wear concealing costumes; the presence of the fearsome but invisible 

spirit, the Great Thing, of Poro is thus made known through its voice alone. 

However, Poro groups among the Mende people own powerful masquerades such as 

goboi and gbini (fig. 6-18). Goboi appears for regional governors and other important leaders, 

and for the initiation of their sons into Poro, while gbini can be seen at many Poro events. 

Both make manifest the spirit of Poro, and emphasize Poro’s role in supporting political 

authority. Unlike the masquerades of Sande, neither incorporates a wooden mask. They are 

constructed of leather, fabric, and layers of natural (rather than blackened) raffia fiber. 

Cowrie shells, leather, leopard or monkey skin, mirrors, and wooden tablets inscribed with 

Qur’anic verses may be attached to the cylindrical head-dress and the tiers of fiber. All swing 

out into space as the dancer spins, or shake with his dance steps. 

In the northeast portion of the territory controlled by Poro, Sande masquerades are 

relatively rare. Here Poro associations of the Gbandi, Kpelle, Kissi, and Toma (Loma) 

peoples allow the Great Thing of Poro to be embodied in a frightful masquerade. Called 

landai, this masked being has a heavy wooden headdress with a great beaked nose, open jaws 

with jagged teeth, and a full crown of feathers (fig. 6-19). Its eyes stare upwards. Landai’s 

general shape recalls the banda masquerade of the Nalu and Baga, but here the effect is 

terrifying. The voluminous raffia fiber costume is white, but the mask is black, with a bloody 
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red mouth. 

Everywhere the Poro spirit is said to eat boys alive before spitting them out as adult men, 

so that the scars borne by Poro initiates are the marks of his teeth. Landai gives this concept a 

physical presence, for red kola nut juice can drip from his mouth after he has “consumed” a 

youth. While both gbini and landai are non-human forms, landai belongs much more 

emphatically to the fearsome world of the forest. It reflects the influence of peoples living to 

the east, whose masquerades make manifest a variety of supernatural forest beings. 

Poro masquerades are not always frightening. In many Kono and Mano communities of 

northeastern Liberia and southernmost Guinea, the guardian of Poro initiation is a beautiful 

female masquerade, honored as the mother of all other masked spirits, who appears to boys as 

they enter the Poro enclosure. She gathers food and supplies during the boys’ seclusion, and 

may convey news to their families. Even though this female spirit is animated by a man, it is 

usually owned by the woman who is the only female elder allowed within the initiation 

center. 

One of these female masquerades appeared in a Kono community, probably when the 

photographer commissioned a group of masked dances (fig.6-20). The mask itself is polished 

a shiny black, and has subtly modeled eyebrows and cheekbones. The rounded forehead of 

the top half of the mask, and the slightly uplifted chin of the bottom half of the mask, form 

two tilted planes intersecting at the eyes. The eyes themselves are painted white, possibly as a 

reference to the far-sighted gaze of Poro, while the pursed lips seem to be drawn into a silent 

whistle. 

A powerful masculine masquerade known as go may also visit Liberian youths being 

initiated into Poro. In some areas, the masqueraders are members of the Go, or Leopard, 

society, a closed association drawing its members from several different ethnic groups. 

Elsewhere, go is merely a respectful title for a particularly powerful masquerade. Go masks 

exaggerate the features of the female Poro spirit; soft cheekbones become sharp triangles, 

small noses spread outward and upward, closed oval eyes become tubular protrusions, and 

the delicate chins and lips are transformed into wide muzzles. 

A go ge (ruling spirit, or lord, of Go) was carved in the middle of the nineteenth century 

for a Mano judge and lawgiver (fig. 6-21). It was consecrated with human sacrifice and 

smeared with the blood of executed criminals; the uneven teeth may be those of a dead man. 

It was once owned by a respected Mano blacksmith named Gbana, who had inherited it from 

his grandfather. When the elders of neighboring communities assembled secretly at night to 

settle an urgent problem, Gbana would bring his mask, wrapped in black cloth. At the 
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appropriate hour he unwrapped the object, laying it before him on a mat and asking it to 

support the decisions of the elders. Gbana alone was able to petition the mask and to interpret 

its response. The number of attachments hanging from the mask tallied persons killed by the 

mask’s supernatural power or executed in its name. 

Although only a few Mano masquerades have the status of a go ge, masks and costumes 

are kept in a shelter located within a sacred enclosure near the community’s meeting place, 

and are brought out to bolster the authority of its leaders. Some masquerades judge disputes 

between families or individuals, collect debts, or supervise the distribution of food at 

funerals and other feasts. One of these important Mano masquerades takes the form of the 

hornbill (fig. 6-22). The nose and mouth merge into a graceful, curving beak, ridged here 

into rhythmic lines. Small striations along the open beak possibly represent teeth. Even 

though the hornbill is an ungainly bird, this mask is an elegant, elongated composition, 

incorporating many features (such as oval eyes and smooth brows) found in Poro feminine 

masks. Still, both the sacrificial material on the top of the head, and a protective grid of 

Arabic verses written in ink on the mask’s interior, remind us of its supernatural power. 

Masks and Sacred Authority: the Dan and their Neighbors 

Hornbill masquerades are also popular among the Dan peoples, who are related to the Mano 

and also speak a peripheral Mande language. However, Dan hornbill masks are not 

necessarily revered as sacred messengers or obeyed as police officers; they are often the 

joyous companions of women, and appear at festive gatherings. In fact, forest spirits are 

believed by the Dan to inspire a wide variety of masquerades, including those that entertain a 

community. 

According to the Dan, forest spirits select a human partner when they wish to participate 

in the human world. They reveal to him or her which masks, costumes, and dance styles will 

allow them to materialize. While masquerades may bestow fame upon the human associates 

of these supernatural beings, an old and powerful masked spirit may give a human leader the 

power to regulate human conduct and punish evildoers. 

Except in northern areas, Dan groups do not participate in Poro, and their feminine 

masqueraders are generally considered to be minor spirits. Smooth, oval feminine masks are 

usually worn by young men whose spirits allow them to perform as singers, poets, gymnasts, 

or dancers. These female masquerades may be sponsored by wealthy individuals (or by the 

masquerader’s friends) both to please supernatural forces and to enhance the prestige of the 
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patrons. 

A few female masquerades take on a supervisory role in a Dan community; round-eyed 

masks with bright red surfaces are worn to chastise women who have lit illegal fires during 

the dry season. Another type of feminine round-eyed mask, with a smooth, dark face, is a 

running mask, gunye ge (fig. 6-23). The youth who wears the mask has won a series of races, 

proving that he is worthy of the masquerade; he will celebrate further victories with its 

blessing. In the past a gunye ge such as this would allow the champion runner to lead raids 

upon enemy camps, for it bestowed supernatural powers for speed and protection upon the 

wearer. 

Similar athletic skills are needed by a youth who animates the kagle masquerade, danced 

with an angular mask seen as masculine (fig. 6-24). Kagle appears at the performances of 

more serious masked beings, and steals the possessions of onlookers with his hooked stick. 

Those in attendance must keep their sense of humor and be willing to ransom their 

belongings with small sums of money. Every plane of this trickster mask is a clearly defined 

geometric form, and even the eyes are empty triangles. 

Minor masquerades, such as a female singing mask or a masculine kagle, may become 

more important over the years as the wearer/owner acquires stature in a Dan community, and 

becomes more deeply involved with masquerade spirits. In time an entertaining masquerade 
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may become a go ge, modifying the wooden mask and acquiring a new costume to reflect this 

new higher rank. Warrior masquerades, identified by their tubular eyes and crest of feathers, 

may be particularly suited for such transformations. 

Warrior masquerades may have originated to the south of the Dan along the coasts of 

Liberia and Côte d’Ivoire, among populations who speak languages of the Kru family, and 

who did not identify themselves as distinct ethnic groups until the colonial era. Warriors of 

the peoples now known as the Grebo were once greeted by masqueraders after successful 

raids, and similar military masquerades inspired them to fight. Military masks taken from 

Grebo communities and other Kru-speaking areas are brightly painted, and display facial 

features that are attached onto (rather than carved into) the long, plank-like face. European 

artists were entranced by the reversals of positive and negative forms on these bold, arresting 

objects. One example in a uniform grayish brown rather than the usual polychrome uses an 

extraordinary series of tubular projections to represent several sets of extra eyes (fig. 6-25). 

Between these coastal peoples and the Dan live the Kru-speaking We peoples (also 

known as the Gere, Kran, and Wobe). Like the Dan, the We perform a wide variety of 

masquerades, which hold important regulatory positions within their small, egalitarian 

communities. In the words of a scholar who is herself We, “the masquerade is a spirit which 

God has given to men to organize and discipline them … the sacred masquerade is thus the 

stabilizing element of society.” We groups also rank masquerades according to their masks, 

costumes, and performance styles. Beggars (the We equivalent of kagle) often have 

zoomorphic faces in the shape of warthogs, forest buffaloes, or other wild creatures. Singers 

are usually highly decorated versions of Dan feminine masquerades (fig. 6-26). Dancer and 

warrior masks have tubular eyes, broad triangular noses with prominent nostrils, arched tusks 

at each side of the face, and an immense curved forehead. 

After several generations, as among the Dan, one of these masked spirits may be elevated 

into a more powerful being. Eagle feathers and the hair of a sacrificed ram on the mask’s 

headdress announce that a mask is able to resolve disputes or locate evildoers. Added layers 

of leaves or palm fibers for the voluminous skirts, additional panels of leather or fur, and a 

fringe of brass bells or cartridges may indicate that a mask has become the assistant, or the 

bard, of a great mask. 

The ji gla, the great masquerade itself, is shrouded in white (fig. 6-27). White is the color 

of bones and of the ancestors who first knew and served the mask spirit. The original bright 

colors are whitened, and the projecting tusks, horns, and eyes are hidden in the mass of 
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protective and medicinal materials now placed on the mask. Raffia forms an enormous base 

for the ji gla, and it appears to roll or float above the ground. It only appears during times of 

great need, and no one may sit, or cough, or chat casually in the presence of this awesome 

power. The staff or spear it holds could once be thrown between two opposing armies and 

they would cease to fight. 

Women’s Arts Among the Dan and the We 

We women accompany masked dancers, and may even perform as masqueraders by painting 

bold designs upon their faces and dressing in a full raffia fiber costume and a headdress of 

shells and fur (fig. 6-28). Although they are able to bring a powerful spiritual presence to a 

community, and are thus given honorary titles, these women never join the rank of a great 

masquerade, ji gla. Men say that women cannot host the most powerful spirits because 

female masqueraders are too easily recognizable behind their face paint; the men who lend 

their bodies to the most important masked beings need complete anonymity. 

Like the girls of Sande and Bondo, We and Dan girls wear white pigment for their 

initiation into womanhood. Yet the faces and upper torsos of We and Dan girls are painted in 

particularly striking ways (fig. 6-29). Some groups cover girls’ faces in diverse colors, or in 

glittering white designs in crushed shell and chalk. Talented artists paint the face and torso of 

each girl in a slightly different way, complementing her individual features. 

The gleaming white patterns of We female initiates may also be related to the use of 

white in We masquerades, for their clitoridectomy is a dangerous operation that brings them 

close to death and the ancestors; white is the color of the ancestral world. White is also a 

symbol of purity and spiritual power, both of which are believed to result from the operation. 

The important role these girls will play as mothers and providers is emphasized by the chairs 

they carry; these delicately curved seats (seen on the head of the girl in figure 6-29) belong to 

a grandfather or uncle, and are normally only used by elders. For this period in their lives, 

girls are honored as the sources of a family’s wealth and continued survival. 

Women also have an important role in preparing a community for the arrival of masked 

spirits. When a We or Dan family invites a masquerade to appear in a community, its leaders 

must be sure that the women of the lineage will be able to provide food for the accompanying 

feast. Women of the lineage cook the rice stored in their own granaries, and prepare the 

sauce. Female farming abilities, organizational talents, and culinary skills are therefore 

necessary if the spiritual beings of the masquerades are to be properly welcomed and 

celebrated. 

When a woman has been selected as the main hostess for such a feast, she is thus 
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acknowledged as the most hospitable woman of her lineage. She parades through town with 

her female friends and family, carrying a large serving spoon as an emblem of her status. An 

assistant walking behind her carries the vessel that will contain the most important serving of 

rice for the feast. 

The sculpted rice spoon or scoop of this hostess is the equivalent of a wooden mask. A 

woman who aspires to become the principal hostess of her lineage may see the spirit 

belonging to a carved spoon in a dream, just as a man may dream of a masked being when he 

is ready to offer his services to a spirit as its masquerader. When the custodian of a spoon (or 

mask) dies, or is no longer able to handle the responsibilities connected with its care, a 

successor will be chosen by the spirit. 

The spoon has a handle in the form of the head, the head and breasts, or the hips and legs 

of a beautiful woman (fig. 6-30). In a sensuous visual analogy, it honors the hostess, and 

women in general, as a source of food and life; the hollowed spoon becomes the body or 

womb of a female figure. The curves of this example would fit comfortably in a hostess’s 

outstretched hands, and be a lovely extension of the owner herself. The artist who carved the 

spoon took great liberties with the proportions of the hips, legs, and feet, emphasizing the 

calves and knees so that they balance the bowl of the spoon both visually and physically. 

Artists throughout eastern Liberia and western Côte d’Ivoire have also carved 

freestanding figures of important women in wood, and cast jewelry and images for them in 

brass. The most famous woodcarver of the Dan or We region may be Zlan of Belewale, a 

sculptor who worked for clients in several ethnic areas during the middle of the twentieth 

century. The female figures he carved for wealthy patrons, often idealized portraits of the 

wife of the man commissioning the work, were prestige items, and Dan owners charged fees 

to visitors who wished to see them. 

Even though these portraits were carved primarily for the aesthetic pleasure of their 

owners, they share the styles of masks and spoons, sacred objects housing supernatural 

beings. The shiny dark surface and bands of ornamental designs on one particularly strong 

figure by Zlan (fig. 6-31) are also found on feminine masks. Both the refined aesthetics of 

these figures, and the artistic inventiveness of masks of the region, are also seen in the art of 

the Guro, another peripheral Mande group who live to the east of the Dan in central Côte 

d’Ivoire. 

Masquerades of the Guro 

Guro families of high social standing may establish relations with a sacred triad of forest 

creatures who appear as masquerades. The first of these three characters is Zamble, whose 
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sleek and shiny mask is said to combine the graceful horns of an antelope with the powerful 

jaws of a leopard (fig. 6-32). The sweeping curves flowing from the tip of the horns along the 

high forehead to the narrow muzzle are typical of Guro face masks. The costume worn by the 

athletic young dancer joins a scarf made of expensive and attractive cloth (a product of the 

orderly Guro community) with a cloak formed of the hide of a wild beast, a further 

juxtaposition of wild and civilized forces. A green and fragrant skirt of palm fiber and thick 

fiber ruffs at his wrists and ankles vibrate as he dances with small rapid steps. Bells on his 

wrists provide a counterpoint to the beats of the tall drums accompanying the masquerade. 

Zamble is usually followed by his wife and consort, Gu. Her mask (worn, of course, by a 

male dancer) is a simple oval female face crowned with horns or an elaborate hairstyle (fig. 

6-34). Today the mask is often brightly painted in red or yellow. Gu dances gently and

elegantly. Rattles around her ankles are the equivalent of Zamble’s bells, and the animal skin

upon her back is normally that of an antelope rather than a leopard.

The uninhibited and uncouth Zauli (fig. 6-33) is the antithesis of both Zamble and Gu. 

Often identified as the brother of Zamble, he has bulging cheeks, prominent horns, and 

protruding eyes. His behavior is unpredictable, and he may interrupt his dance to tease or 

even whip female spectators. His costume is a cheaper, unkempt version of that worn by 

Zamble. These three Guro masquerades are all sacred beings, whose altars receive sacrifices 

when individuals call upon them for supernatural assistance. Yet they also delight a family’s 

guests at funerals and feasts, and bring prestige to the leaders of a lineage. 

In addition to these forest spirits, other types of masquerades may be called forth in Guro 

communities. Some are danced primarily for entertainment, even though they may be 

sponsored by families or by groups who are negotiating for higher social position. A Flali 

masquerade developed in the 1970s was the result of a collaboration between the performers 

and an inventive sculptor named Saou bi Boti (fig. 6-35). The face of this Guro entertainment 

mask is that of a beautiful young woman painted in bright color, but the figure on top of the 

mask represents one of the musicians playing the instrument seen on the right edge of the 

photograph. 

Yet other Guro masquerades are even more sacred and mysterious than Zamble, Zauli, 

and Gu. In northern Guro areas a highly revered being called Gye wears a heavy horizontal 

helmet mask with the powerful horns of a forest buffalo and wide, gaping jaws. Sacred 

masquerades in the southern Guro regions are known as je (dye), and bring forth a host of 

human-like and animal-like beings. The zoomorphic face masks identify a spirit being linked 

to a single wild beast, such as an elephant, a hippopotamus, or an antelope (fig. 6-36), and 
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masqueraders dance in a manner appropriate to the animal they resemble. Anthropomorphic 

masquerades lead the je group, who appear in voluminous layers of dried raffia fiber. 

Both Gye and je are strictly limited to male participants and observers. According to 

widespread legends concerning the origin of these masquerades, the spirit beings they 

impersonate were once snubbed by women. As a result, the Guro believe, any contact with 

the masqueraders is normally very harmful for women and children. Yet the power of the 

greatest je mask in human form is based upon ceremonies conducted by old women. They 

carry this “mother of masks” to the site of girls’ excision, and let the blood and tiny bits of 

tissue from the operation fall upon its face to empower it. The mask is then carefully wrapped 

and returned to the men of the je association. 

CROSS-CURRENTS AND HYBRID FORMS 

All of the masquerades and portable art forms described in this chapter have traveled across 

ethnic boundaries and have changed over time. Yet the art forms of some coastal ports are 

even more multicultural in their origins and in their patronage. 

American-African Architecture 

Over the past four hundred years, marriages and alliances between Europeans and local 

entrepreneurs on the coast have created Creole (or Krio) communities, whose homes and 

business establishments are fascinating hybrids of foreign and African architectural forms. A 

distinctive domestic architecture was also developed by Americans of African descent who 

settled in Liberia. 

In the decades surrounding the American Civil War, several thousand former slaves left 

the United States to found a new nation in Liberia. Many of these settlers were experienced in 

the construction techniques of the New World. On southern plantations they had erected the 

homes of their former masters, and had built more modest kitchens, shops, dwellings, 

churches, and schoolhouses for their own use. 

This imported technology was used to construct Macon Hall House during the late 

nineteenth century (fig. 6-37). Like many homes of American Liberians, it was constructed of 

a wooden frame covered with sawn planks. The roof was made of imported metal sheets, and 

given a wooden trim. Shuttered windows help cooling breezes circulate through the structure, 

and entrance steps lead to a covered verandah and central front door. Honored guests are 

taken upstairs to the second-story reception room of the shuttered second-story porch. This 
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formal parlor, often called the “piazza” by Liberians, is thus similar to the library of a 

wealthy Jenne merchant (see fig. 4-8ii), particularly since both the Liberian and Malian 

rooms overlook the central entrance and are graced with open-work windows. 

When the Macon Hall House was being built, it was strikingly different from the homes 

of important families in neighboring Vai, Gola, or Temne communities. For example, the 

space set aside for social gatherings of the Liberian Americans was located within the Macon 

Hall House itself; in neighboring towns social activities took place in a separate covered 

enclosure serving the entire community. To both the American immigrants and the earlier 

inhabitants of Liberia, homes such as the Macon Hall House were symbols of modernity and 

of imported cultural values. 

Festival Arts 

Foreign settlers have also played an important historical role in Freetown, the capital of 

Sierra Leone. The city was founded by English, Canadian, and American immigrants of 

African descent during the late eighteenth century, and Maroons from the Caribbean came to 

Freetown as soldiers and policemen. When the British outlawed the slave trade, they brought 

liberated captives to Freetown as well. Although the freed prisoners came from many areas of 

Africa, most had been enslaved during civil wars in the area now known as Nigeria. Yoruba, 

Nupe, and Igbo immigrants from Nigeria thus joined Mende, Bullom, and Temne peoples in 

a city overlaid with European and New World influences. 

Some masquerade groups in Freetown are affiliated with Bullom, Mende, and Temne 

communities, and dance with masks of Bundu and Poro. Other religious associations, such as 

Gelede and Egungun, remain fairly close to their Yoruba roots (see chapter 8), even though 

they admit men and women of many ethnic and religious backgrounds. Yet some appear to be 

blends of older sacred masquerades, and are joined by young men who live in the same 

neighborhood and who share common problems. 

One of these spectacular masked forms, robed in imported cloth, is danced for the group 

of youths known as the Kaka society (fig. 6-38). The feminine face of the masquerade, and its 

colorful, elaborate superstructure, identify it as a “fancy” (showy, attractive, and flashy) 

rather than a “fierce” (dangerous and menacing) Kaka society performer. Little is known of 

its specific history, but it may have participated in the riotous processions that marked 

Christian and Islamic holidays. Other masks and masquerade ensembles have been created by 

Freetown artists, such as Ajani and John Goba, for Ode-Lay, a society whose performances 

are based upon Yoruba traditions. The wildly inventive constructions of these artists have 
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been featured in exhibitions of contemporary art in Europe and the United States. 

Islamic festivals in Freetown and other towns in Sierra Leone are often celebrated with 

displays or processions of large tissue paper constructions. Although they need not be lit from 

within by candles or lamps, all are known as “lanterns.” These ornate assemblages are given 

the shape of ships, animals, or a variety of fantastic images, and may be as large and as 

whimsical as American parade floats. The history of lanterns in Africa and the African 

diaspora is apparently quite complex; similar movable sculptures of wood, paper, and other 

media have been recorded in Morocco and Senegal, and they seem to have been particularly 

spectacular in the Gambia, and in the Muslim communities of former British colonies in the 

Caribbean. A lantern in the shape of a cylindrical house or domed tomb (fig. 6-39) is related 

to the brightly colored, multitiered, temporary structures paraded through the streets 

elsewhere in the Islamic world that evoke the tomb of the seventh-century Islamic martyr 

Hussein. Although little is known about these lanterns, this photograph suggests that lantern 

processions in this town in Sierra Leone are similar to masquerades in that they are 

accompanied by assistants; the two female attendants appear to be mimicking nurses. The 

visual variety introduced by the layers of different textures and colors reminds us of the 

Carnival mask of Guinea Bissau as well as the Kaka society mask of Freetown. 

CONTEMPORARY ARTS IN ABIDJAN AND OTHER URBAN CENTERS 

Opportunities for artists living in the cities of this region vary considerably from country to 

country. Artists and musicians from the Cape Verde islands are linked to large communities 

of expatriates, even if resources on the islands themselves are quite limited. Brahaima Injai, a 

painter from Guinea Bissau, has lamented that he is not able to earn a living in his homeland, 

and is now based in France. In Guinea, art and artists have faced political as well as economic 

problems due to a harsh dictatorship in the last decades of the twentieth century. Although 

Liberia’s colleges and universities had excellent reputations before the warfare began, they 

seem to have produced few artists of international renown, and in Sierra Leone, successful 

urban artists have usually received their training as apprentices in local workshops rather than 

as students in art institutes or post-secondary institutions. 

One of the few artists from Sierra Leone to be shown in international exhibitions is Abu 

Bakarr Mansaray. Unlike other Freetown artists, Mansaray did not train with another artist, 

and did not work on commission for dance societies. Instead, Mansaray studied a variety of 

scientific subjects in high school, and began creating art (evidently for personal reasons) after 

he left his home in rural Sierra Leone to seek his fortune in Freetown at the age of seventeen. 
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There his fantastic machines, constructed of recycled materials, and the imaginative, 

eccentric diagrams he used in their design, caught the attention of a French curator. European 

patrons have seen his drawings as playful and entertaining, or as post-modern critiques of 

Western technology. However, the artist himself has not been given many chances to speak 

about his own work, or to discuss it in the context of his life in Sierra Leone. In 1998, the 

bloody civil war forced Mansaray to emigrate. He now lives in the Netherlands, and his 

recent drawings are huge posters of killing machines unleashed in an apocalyptic world (fig. 

6-40).

Of all the countries in the region, Côte d’Ivoire has provided the most opportunities for

artists. This is due in part to the influence of a few individuals who were active during the 

colonial period. The most renowned was Christian Lattier (1925–78), who was born in a 

Lagoon community but sent to France at a young age. He left a French seminary to study art 

in Paris, and he worked as a sculptor before returning to his native country in the years after 

independence. There Lattier created a series of large, almost whimsical figures of wire 

wrapped with lengths of twine (fig 6-41). Although the arts of Lattier’s birthplace may not 

have had a direct effect upon his work, the gold objects worn in the Lagoon region are cast 

from molds created when wax threads are layered in exactly the same way (see fig. 7-6). 

Christian Lattier was given a special award for a lifetime of achievements at the First World 

Festival of Negro Arts in Dakar in 1966. After his untimely death, his sculpture was placed in 

the National Museum in Abidjan. 

During the late 1970s and early 1980s, Lattier’s influence was over-shadowed by Jean 

Gensin, a painter from the Antilles (the French-speaking islands of the Caribbean), who 

worked with several other Caribbean expatriates and was a professor at the Institut National 

des Beaux-Arts (the National Institute of Fine Arts) in Abidjan. There he inspired his students 

to search for new and relevant philosophies, media, and techniques. The students grouped 

themselves together under the name Vohou-Vohou, from the Guro word for “earth” or 

“mud.” Consisting of about a dozen painters from several regions, the group sought to be 

firmly grounded in African traditions, and to produce an art rooted in their own land. 

However, most of the young artists were able to continue their studies in Paris before 

returning to teach in secondary schools and art institutes in Côte d’Ivoire, and the sensuous 

surfaces of most Vohou-Vohou canvases clearly link their work to the French tradition as 

well. 

Christine Ozoua Ayivi, born in the Guro region in 1955, was one of two women who 

were among the founding members of Vohou-Vohou. For an untitled painting from the 1970s 
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(fig. 6-42), the artist located and prepared minerals and plants that she mixed with glue to 

form paint, and then applied directly to locally woven cloth. Some lines were created by 

gluing vines and other plant fibers to the surface of the painting. Ozoua Ayivi insists that the 

artists of Vohou-Vohou, although known for their unusual media and techniques, were 

primarily interested in the nature of the creative artistic process; their use of natural pigments 

was but a by-product of their fresh approach to painting. 

Although not formally associated with the Vohou-Vohou group, Gerald Santoni shares 

many of their interests in the formal qualities of painting. Born in Divo to a Baule mother and 

an expatriate father in 1943, Santoni studied art in Paris and Nice and is now a professor at 

the Institut National des Beaux-Arts in Abidjan. Unlike the paintings of Ozoua Ayivi, which 

are pure abstracts and are not meant to contain recognizable forms, the work reproduced here 

represents strips of indigo-dyed ceremonial cloth (such as that worn by the masqueraders in 

fig. 6-34, the young woman in fig. 6-29 and the Lagoon drummer in fig. 7-33). Santoni 

claims that this imagery is easily identified by most Ivorians, who consider the works to be 

quite beautiful (fig. 6-43). 

Yet perhaps the best known of all the artists from Côte d’Ivoire was not trained in an 

institute or university. Frédéric Bruly Bouabré was born in 1923 in a Kru-speaking Bete 

community in central Côte d’Ivoire. As an elderly man, he began to write down the 

philosophies and beliefs of his people, as filtered through his vivid personal vision. He draws 

scenes from Bete legends in colored pencil on sheets of paper, creating mysterious and 

repetitive images labeled with phrases in French or Bete (fig. 6-44). 

Like the work of Mansaray, Bouabré’s drawings seem to have been exclusively collected 

by expatriates. However, both his commercial success and his personal charisma have given 

him a respected position among the artists of his homeland. Critics may complain that 

Bouabré’s visionary art has been so popular with European patrons because he conforms to 

their stereotypes of the naive, untutored, or uninhibited African artist. Yet even cynics must 

concede that Bouabré’s work is original, direct, effectively and even dramatically composed. 

It may be these qualities that attract buyers from other lands and other cultures. Just as 

Renaissance courtiers admired Sapi ivories over five hundred years ago, foreigners today can 

find much to admire in contemporary art of the West Atlantic coast. 
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7 Akan Worlds 

MOST OF THE PEOPLES WHOSE art we explore in this chapter speak Akan languages. The 

Asante, the Fante, and other groups in Ghana speak dialects of Twi, while the Baule and 

Anyi, who live mostly in Côte d’Ivoire, speak dialects of a related but mutually 

unintelligible language. The fifteen Lagoon peoples, and other small populations in the 

region, speak diverse Akan tongues that result from long periods of separate linguistic 

development. Surprisingly, these linguistic divisions do not correspond to cultural 

divisions, as the Baule and the Lagoon peoples are usually egalitarian in political 

structure while the Anyi and the Ghanaian Akan are more hierarchically organized. 

Nevertheless, all these Akan groups share important cultural forms, spectacular gold 

jewelry, and regalia among them. 

As the southernmost participants in a trading network that extends across the Sahara 

to North Africa, the Akan have been in contact with Muslim traders and holy men for 

many centuries. Several centralized polities emerged among the Akan of Ghana during 

the fifteenth or sixteenth century, partly as a result of wealth derived from the gold that 

these people mined and traded northward. The most famous of these is known as the 

Asante Confederacy. Formed around 1700 under the Asante ruler Osei Tutu, the 

Confederacy depended on tribute from conquered Akan kingdoms such as Akwamu, 

Akyem, Denkyira, and Bono. Craftsmen and artists from the conquered kingdoms were 

conscripted to the Asante capital at Kumasi, where they initiated an artistic flowering 

that lasted for almost two centuries. 

While the Akan have long resisted adopting the Islamic faith, they have assimilated 

technologies, art forms, motifs, and styles from the Islamic north. European influences have 

also been absorbed and thoroughly “Akanized.” Direct contact with Europeans, their artifacts, 

and institutions began for the Fante and the Lagoons peoples on the Atlantic coast in the 

1470s, when Portuguese ships first reached these shores. The many European trading forts 

and castles built along this “Gold Coast,” as the area was known and later named by the 

British, signal the impact of outside ideas, and institutions, and artifacts over more than five 

centuries of interaction with Europe. 

The artistic culture of pre-Islamic and pre-European Akan peoples is not well known, but 

surely there were many purely local developments. Wood and terracotta objects for ritual and 

everyday use, in particular, probably evolved early. Thus three major historical currents—

internal and locally generated creative developments, influences from the Islamic north, and 

appropriations from Europe—and several minor ones merge in Akan arts recorded in the late 
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twentieth century. 

THE VISUAL—VERBAL NEXUS 

A distinctive feature of many Akan cultures is the dynamic interaction of visual motifs and 

verbal expression. The Akan, until recently oral and without writing, have a special reverence 

for elegant, colorful, subtle, and allusive oral discourse and particularly for the use of 

metaphorical speech. Akan arts include a repertoire of several thousand visual motifs, from 

abstract symbols to representational objects and scenes. Each motif is associated with one and 

often more verbal forms, sayings, or proverbs. A spiral shape recalling a ram’s horn, for 

example, calls forth the maxim, “Slow to anger [like the ram] but unstoppable when 

aroused.” A ladder motif, whether seen on ceramic funerary vessels or printed cloth, elicits 

the saying, “Everyone climbs the ladder of death,” meaning that death is inevitable as well as 

democratic (see fig. 7-13). 

Nearly all forms of Akan art have evolved so as to include one or many of these visual 

signs. Indeed, interest in visual—verbal relationships appears to have stimulated the 

deliberate development of objects that incorporate such subjects and the continuous invention 

of new visual motifs with a corresponding wealth of spoken meanings. Cast gold ornaments 

attached to state swords (fig. 7-2) are good examples. Some are merely emblematic. The head 

stands for a defeated (and decapitated) enemy, for example. Others, however, have more 

complex or multiple verbal associations. Mudfish (closely related to the catfish of North 

America) or crocodiles eating mudfish have several interpretations: “When the mudfish 

swallows something, it does so for its master,” meaning that a chief benefits from the success 

of his subjects, or, “When the crocodile gets a mudfish it does not deal leniently with it,” 

referring to the awesome power of a chief or king, or, “If the mudfish tells you the crocodile 

is dead, there is no need to argue about it,” signifying (somewhat cryptically to us) that two 

people can report on each other’s behavior. The “night bird” elicits the saying, “If you kill a 

night bird, you bring bad luck; if you leave it alone, you lose good fortune,” the equivalent of 

the American expression “damned if you do and damned if you don’t.” The powder keg 

shows how readily Asante artists incorporated outside motifs, in this case a European barrel, 

into their body of imagery. 

Aspects of African Cultures 

Art and Leadership 

Across history and in societies throughout the world, art has been used to support the 

authority of sacred and secular leaders and to legitimize the concept of leadership itself as a 

social institution. Leaders commission art, dispense it, send messages with it, and use it 
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instrumentally both to perpetuate the status quo and to effect change. Leaders in African 

societies may use art in ways that are bold or subtle, active or passive, obvious or veiled, yet 

what is everywhere clear and sometimes surprising is the extent to which African art is 

leadership art—conceptually dense, layered with meanings, and concerned with power of 

various kinds. 

Contrasted with popular arts, leadership arts are immediately seen to be richer, more 

elaborate and complex, more durable, detailed, and monumental. These ideas are expressed 

with special force by the regalia of the kings of Africa such as the oni of Benin, the fon of the 

Cameroon grasslands, the Yoruba oba, the Kuba kings, and those of the Zulu and the Swazi. 

In some eras and some societies, female rulers are vested with similar regalia; the best known 

examples are the kandake of ancient Kush (see chapter 2) or the queen mothers of Benin and 

Asante. European kings and nobility have, for the most part, lost all but their ceremonial roles 

in modern governments. This is not necessarily the case in Africa. Even though many rulers 

were stripped of their power by colonial armies, the uncertainties of contemporary life have 

led to new political responsibilities, renewed religious roles, and a plethora of art forms for 

African royals in the twenty-first century. Twentieth-century leaders as different as Jomo 

Kenyatta, Kwame Nkrumah, Mobutu Seke Seko, and Nelson Mandela have worn and carried 

regalia that establishes their position vis-à-vis their people, their ancestors, and their fellow 

heads of state. 

Sandals, footrests, stools, chairs, and raised platforms serve to isolate rulers and give 

them prominence. Their stature and bulk are expanded by sumptuous, expensive, symbolic 

materials such as eagle feathers, leopard skins, special cloth, and beads. A hand-held weapon 

may extend their reach. Other held objects—flywhisk, pipe, staff, scepter—magnify any 

gestures they make. Flanking or surrounding artifacts such as drums, vessels, statuary, or 

houseposts contribute to their centrality and visibility, as may a cloth backdrop or a 

hierarchical surround of courtiers. 

Umbrellas, fans, weapons, or shields provide both physical and spiritual protection. 

Regalia thus creates a presence magnified to the point where the individual seems almost 

overcome, even immobilized, the temporary holder of an office almost disappearing into the 

eternal idea of the office itself. A key element here of course is display. 

Moving outward from the person of the leader we can see his or her influence in palace 

architecture as well as in the spatial complexity of royal towns, which hedge rulers about both 

materially and spatially, protecting them, centering them, or focusing attention on them 

within a ranked hierarchy. These ideas extend also to royal shrines such as those of Benin, 
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where spatial and compositional principles mirror those used to emphasize the sacred king 

and queen mother. 

More subtly, such ideas apply as well to palace associations, ranks of lesser chiefs and 

titled nobility, craftsmen’s guilds, and other support groups and structures. In most 

centralized and hierarchical states there is a proliferation of offices, with each rank given 

distinct visible markers of identity. 

In less centralized societies, control may be exerted through councils of elders, 

associations of titled men or women, or masquerade societies. Here leadership arts become 

more subtle and indirect, yet the masks, carvings, and title attributes characteristic of these 

institutions are no less effective than the regalia of kings. 

Less centralized polities are commonly marked as well by strong religious organizations 

whose authority is buttressed by art and architectural forms. So whether a culture organizes 

itself into a large state or a lineage-based, segmentary society, its leaders bring visual, kinetic, 

and aural arts to bear in creating pageantry and mystery, which in turn orchestrate a spectacle 

that both figuratively and literally moves people, profoundly and irrevocably affecting their 

lives. HMC 

REGALIA AND ARTS OF STATECRAFT 

Regalia—adornments and implements worn or carried by kings, chiefs, queen mothers, and 

other royals and court members—help to create and legitimize royal authority as well as 

show it off (see Aspects of African Cultures: Art and Leadership, p. 198). Under the 

patronage of powerful and wealthy chiefs and kings, weavers, umbrella makers, goldsmiths, 

leatherworkers, carvers, and others put much imaginative effort into fashioning regalia. 

Ensemble and visual overload govern the aesthetics of regalia in southern Côte d’Ivoire 

and Ghana. Ensemble refers to the massing of several elements, each often a work of art in its 

own right, but depending for their rich, dazzling impact on their assemblage, which becomes 

a whole greater than the sum of its parts. Composed upon and set in motion by the armature 

of the human body, a sumptuous profusion of jewelry, textiles, and hand-held implements 

creates a dizzying sense of visual overload and reiteration that has been aptly called 

“intentional design redundancy.” 

Regalia in Ghana 

Heads of state (known as “chiefs,” “paramount chiefs,” or kings in Ghana, and simply as 

“kings” in Côte d’Ivoire) wear rings on every finger, yards of heavy cloth, dozens of beaded 
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bracelets and necklaces, not one but several amuletic charms at the elbow or ankle, as well 

as multiple castings or gold leaf symbols on hats and sandals (figs. 7-3, 7-4). Individual beads 

as well as small charms strung together or larger talismans packaged in gold, silver, leopard 

skin, and leather pouches render supernatural power to their wearer, at the same time 

protecting him or her against jealous rivals or threats from evil spirits. Often all this regalia 

becomes very heavy and cumbersome. Thus it is not surprising that the Akan say of kings, 

“Great men move slowly.” 

The cumulative mass and effect of regalia ensembles make statements about political 

authority and financial superiority as well as spiritual protection, while specific verbal 

messages may also be projected by visual motifs. It is not that individual motifs are 

specifically read by the viewer, who then recalls the associated proverbs or emblematic 

maxims. Rather, shared knowledge among actors and audience alike carries richly layered 

collective messages: dignity, military might, endurance, wisdom, affluence, spiritual 

protection, and, above all, power. 

Little Ghanaian Akan regalia is personally owned. Rather, it belongs to the state and its 

collective ancestors and is called stool property. A chief or king is the custodian of these 

treasures for the duration of his reign, and he is expected to add to the legacy of gold and 

textiles for his successors. 

Thrones, Stools, and Chairs 

When the British first described the thrones of Akan peoples, they used the humble English 

word “stool” to indicate that these seats of power and authority were small and without back 

supports. The French use the word siège, which more properly connotes the idea of throne. 

To signal its ownership by the kingdom as a whole, regalia in Ghana is spoken of as “stool 

property,” for these stools, along with other gold and gold-leafed items, are the central 

symbols of Akan states. The practical and ritual use of such seats is almost certainly ancient 

in Akan culture; it almost certainly predates contact with Islam and Europe. Throughout most 

of the Akan area, important persons commission carved stools for daily or ceremonial use. At 

a great man’s death, his soul is ritually transferred to his personal stool, now blackened and 

consecrated for the purpose: it now symbolizes its former owner as an influential ancestor. In 

each Akan state, the blackened ancestral thrones of kings and other royals are kept in a shrine 

called a stool room, where collectively they represent the state’s dynastic soul and history. 

Most Akan stools consist of a rectangular base from which a partly open central column 

and four corner posts rise to support a saddle-shaped seat. The entire stool is carved from a 

single piece of wood. Many stool types exist, and like Akan culture itself they are 
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hierarchical. The most famous African throne, which has never actually been used as a seat, 

is the Golden Stool of Asante, displayed on its own chair in figure 7-4. Oral tradition relates 

that it came into existence around 1700, during the reign of Osei Tutu, the first Asantehene, 

or king of the Asante. Osei Tutu founded the Asante Confederacy, and his clever priest, 

Anokye—as the oral tradition has it—caused the Golden Stool to appear from the sky, 

whereupon it fell onto the lap of Osei Tutu. The Golden Stool was said to contain the essence 

and history of the Asante nation. 

Although it has never been blackened, the Golden Stool is considered spiritually powerful 

and even alive. It symbolizes to this day the unification of many Akan peoples under the 

Asante. It is still much revered, as may be inferred from its position on its own chair, higher 

than the Asantehene himself, beside whom it appears when both are seated “in state.” It has 

both locally cast and European bells attached, which are rung to announce its presence on the 

rare occasions when it is seen in public. 

Chairs, like other forms and motifs ultimately of European origin, entered the Akan 

artistic repertoire through coastal trading contacts. At least three types of seventeenth-century 

European chairs have been thoroughly assimilated into Akan leadership arts. Reworked and 

of local manufacture for centuries, these elaborately decorated chairs never supplant Akan 

stools, which remain primary objects, but they do contribute measurably to occasions of state. 

One type of chair supports the Golden Stool in figure 7-4. Called hwedom, which is 

interpreted to mean “facing the field” (or enemy), this type was used during declarations of 

war and for judicial deliberations. Some hwedom have spiral-turned legs, uprights, and 

stretchers; most are painted black, with silver finials and ferules used at the bottom of 

European walking sticks, and other decorations. 

The most common type of chair is called asipim, meaning “I stand firm.” The name refers 

to the chair’s sturdy construction as well as to the strength of the chieftaincy. Asipim are 

constructed (construction itself being a European rather than an Akan technique) of heavy 

wood. The taut leather seat and back are attached with imported brass upholstery tacks. Backs 

are further embellished with locally cast finials and patterned repoussé panels, showing the 

extent to which the Akan have transformed their models. An example of an asipim may be 

seen in a sculpture depicting a queen mother seated in state (see fig. 7-20, and see also fig. 

7.10 for another, cast as a gold weight). The other main adapted type of chair (not illustrated) 

has crossed legs and thus recalls European folding chairs. All adapted European chairs are 

studded with upholstery tacks, plus cast brass or silver ornaments. 
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State Swords 

After the blackened ancestral thrones of deceased royals, the most important material 

symbols of statecraft are swords. Like stools, these swords predate the Asante Confederacy, 

although wealthy Asante kingdoms today have the most visually and symbolically elaborate 

examples. Also like stools, swords originated as practical devices, then during the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries passed through a period of aggrandizement, taking on various non-

practical yet even more valuable ideological and ritual roles. 

Several of the most important swords in Asante states have their own names, histories, 

and appointed custodians; one, called Responsibility, has its own set of protective amulets. 

Many swords thus have spiritual and political associations taking them well beyond mere 

weaponry. Formal embellishments and dull blades, sometimes with openwork, parallel these 

ideological qualities. 

The basic sword form is a simple, slightly curved iron blade with scabbard and a hilt 

shaped like a dumbbell. The grandest swords have cast gold figural ornaments attached, as 

well as other matching regalia worn by their bearers for ritual and festive events. The swords 

illustrated here, for example, are displayed with matching caps worn by the dignitaries who 

carry them at festivals (see fig. 7-2). The swords and caps have been laid upon a blanket 

made by Fulani weavers (see chapter 3); it reminds us of the importance of northern imports 

at Akan courts. Gold ornaments attached to the sheaths take many forms, most with 

corresponding verbal expressions. Many of the ornaments singled out earlier in the discussion 

of the visual-verbal nexus are visible in figure 7-2. 

Linguist Staffs 

“We speak to a wise man in proverbs, not in plain speech,” goes an Akan expression. 

Nowhere is refined speaking, embellished with proverbial wisdom, more apparent than in the 

institution of the linguist, a principal counselor and spokesman for a ruler (fig. 7-5). More 

than a translator, he is also an advisor, judicial advocate, prime minister, political trouble 

shooter, and historian of state law, lore, and custom—of course chosen for his sagacity, wit, 

and oratorical skill. Many kings have several linguists, in which case one will be designated 

chief among them. In the 1970s the Asantehene had thirteen linguists, and he may well have 

more today. 

Since around 1900 linguists have carried carved, gold-leafed wooden staffs of office. 

Each staff is topped by a figural sculpture that elicits one, and more often several, proverbs. 

These multiple, overlapping meanings are available for use by the quick and witty linguist, 
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who may have several staffs to choose among, enabling him to use the one whose imagery 

seems most appropriate for the situation at hand. Akan linguist staffs may have been 

stimulated by figural staffs from the Lagoons area, where as early as the seventeenth century 

metal-topped staffs or canes were carried by messengers. But their immediate prototype 

would appear to be British government staffs given during the late nineteenth century to 

chiefs, who used them to designate authorized representatives in dealings with the colonial 

government. Some of these had figural finials. 

Hundreds of linguist staff finials have been carved since 1900, an indication of how 

objects have been added at specific times to the corpus of regalia. These staffs provide a rich 

body of imagery with verbal allusions, most of which uphold or comment upon leadership or 

the reciprocal responsibilities of ruler and subjects. One frequently carved subject consists of 

two men sitting at a table of food (see fig. 7-5, left), evoking the proverb, “Food is for its 

owner, not for the man who is hungry.” Here food serves as a metaphor for leadership, which 

belongs to the rightful heir to the stool, not to someone who might hunger for the office. 

Many staff finials aggrandize the powers, wisdom, and grandeur of the chief and state. 

Leopards and lions, as symbols of rulers, broadcast their military prowess and grandeur. 

Other staffs address the power of the state, war, and peace. A hand grasping a sword (fig. 7-5, 

far right) signifies that “without the thumb (chief) the hand (state) can hold (accomplish) 

nothing,” and of course this is a threatening, aggressive gesture. 

Baule and Lagoons Regalia 

Baule and Lagoons societies are mainly egalitarian, and for the most part the independent 

village is the largest political unit. Relatively affluent and influential community leaders wear 

gold objects at funerals and other celebrations (figs. 7-6, 7-7). Pendants hung around the 

neck, around the wrist, or in the hair are cast of solid gold, while walking sticks, crowns, and 

flywhisks have wooden finials covered in a layer of gold leaf. In the photograph reproduced 

here (fig. 7-7), an elder of the Adjukru, a coastal Lagoon group, holds a large staff in the 

shape of a crucifix. It may have been carved by an artist from any Akan group, but is 

probably not Baule—Baule work tends to be much more delicate, with finely patterned 

surfaces. Brocades, embroidered cloth, and eyelet are worn at such ceremonies, as is 

expensive kente imported from Ghana. In some regions participants wear cotton cloth dyed 

with indigo by Baule weavers, or raffia cloth tie-dyed in red and brown by coastal Lagoon 

artists and their neighbors. Visually striking figurative sculpture may be displayed; the highly 

naturalistic female nude kneeling near the feet of the elder in this photograph came from a 

workshop near Abidjan, the principal city of Côte d’Ivoire. It was carved around 1980. 
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In contrast to the state-owned regalia of Ghanaian Akan states, gold treasuries in these 

regions of Côte d’Ivoire are the property of the clan, the family, or even the individual. In the 

fluid social environment of Lagoon communities, leaders have accumulated their own 

influence and much of their wealth, some of which is shown off in “gold exhibitions” and 

age-grade celebrations. In a “gold exhibition,” family heirloom gold is shown separately from 

an individual’s acquisitions, emphasizing how many pieces he or she has amassed. Solid gold 

pieces made by Baule and Lagoon goldsmiths (especially those of the Ebrie, or Kyaman 

people) are notable for their fine striations, as they were cast in clay molds whose 

impressions were formed from an object constructed of slender wax threads. Motifs of human 

hands and the heads of rams may refer to the hard work of acquiring wealth, while crocodiles 

and crabs allude to the hidden practices deemed to be necessary when collecting gold objects 

and manipulating economic power. Faces are often said to be the ancestors who contributed 

their gold to their descendants (fig. 7-6). None of the descriptions of Baule and Lagoon gold 

draw upon the extensive verbal—visual nexus so distinctive of Akan arts in Ghana. However, 

wealthy Akan patrons have often purchased items of regalia from outside their own ethnic 

group, and many regalia ensembles thus include objects in various styles, the origins of which 

are not always firmly known. 

Staffs with sculpted finials serve leaders in Côte d’Ivoire as emblems of authority and 

status, rather than designating spokesmen. While gold-covered staffs are particularly popular 

today, Baule and Lagoon staffs and spears have also been carved of wood and ornamented 

with brass tacks, while Lagoon staffs have had finials of ivory. The earliest known examples 

of these date to around 1850, and may thus have inspired the linguist staffs of the Ghanaian 

Akan. 

The staff topped by a gold-leafed crucifix, seen in figure 7-7, indicates that its owner is a 

Christian. The three carved ivory finials illustrated here, attributed to the Lagoons area, 

probably once surmounted leaders’ canes or staffs (fig. 7-8). The items of European-inspired 

dress and the adapted European chairs featured in all three have been typical possessions of 

affluent Lagoons men and women in coastal centers for several centuries. The two sets of 

paired figures on the most elaborate ivory (center) represent Lagoons people, as does the man 

holding the gin bottle and glass (left). The casually posed man on the third ivory is more 

likely a European, who may have commissioned the piece or received it as a gift. All three 

are confident, refined carvings. 

METAL ARTS: THE CULTURE OF GOLD 
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The technology of lost-wax casting came from the Western Sudan into the northern Akan 

areas during the fourteenth or fifteenth century, probably brought by the Jula, an Islamized 

Mande trading people (see chapter 9). Islamic formal influence was accepted as well, and 

Akan casters adapted Islamic prototypes for their most important type of container, the 

kuduo. These vessels were owned by states and by particularly wealthy and powerful 

shrines, individuals, and leaders. As expensive heirlooms, kuduo were interred, dug up, and 

reused in several contexts. In shrines, they occasionally—and perhaps more commonly three 

or four centuries ago—house the sacred ingredients considered the heart and essence of a 

deity. 

Kuduo exist in several distinctive shapes, many of which can be traced to prototypes 

originating in fourteenth- or fifteenth-century Mamluk Egypt (fig. 7-9; compare with fig. 2-

31). Indeed, at least six copper alloy containers of Mamluk origin still do service today in 

northern Akan shrines; they had to travel about two thousand miles. The imported vessels are 

believed to possess supernatural power, though they are not considered gods. All have panels 

of Arabic writing alternating with circular patterns, a type of decoration that was adapted by 

Akan goldsmiths when they cast their own versions. Yet the “writing” on Akan versions is 

not legible. We may suppose the panels of pseudo-writing and circular devices were believed 

by early Akan to provide protection for the contents of the vessels so decorated. The Asante 

employed Muslim amulet makers and record keepers at the Kumasi court, yet much evidence 

also suggests they were employed before 1700 by other Akan leaders, perhaps as early as the 

fifteenth or sixteenth century. Early Akan kuduo were probably cast before the sixteenth 

century in Bono or other northern Akan towns, but those with heads or figural groups on their 

lids—purely Akan creative additions—appear only later, during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, and most seem to come from Kumasi, by that time the Asante capital. 

It was gold that stimulated the greatest creativity in Akan metal artists. For the Akan, gold 

had inherent power and mystery; it was feared and magical, and was believed to grow and 

move in the earth. Sacred and numinous, gold was used in gods’ power bundles and human 

burials, for medicine and protection. A show of wealth and artistic taste was essential to 

projecting the image of a spiritually sanctioned, prosperous, and powerful state, so vast 

amounts of energy and wealth were expended on gold regalia, which gives the art of this 

region its distinctive, radiant character. 

Among the most intricate of Akan gold regalia are beads, each one individually modeled 

and cast, no matter how small (see the regalia of the Ejisuhene, fig. 7-3). In Ghana, huge gold 

circular beads or disks are worn singly on the chest by swordbearers, by other young men 
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designated as “soul people,” or by court servants who may be present at the purification, also 

called the “washing,” of chiefs and ancestral stools. Called “soul washers’ badges,” these 

disks can also be worn by other court officials or members of a royal family, and sometimes 

doubled by royal women. Similar disks in Côte d’Ivoire have associations with purification 

and protection as well (fig. 7-24). Some, like smaller gold beads, have geometric 

subdivisions, often crossing at the center, and their overall design may again relate to 

protective Islamic patterns. Analogous rosettes are common in leatherwork across the 

Western Sudan, and may derive ultimately from North African Islamic motifs that protect 

against the “evil eye.” Similar circular motifs are central in the silver (and rarely gold) 

appliqué patterns on some important state stools that again recall Islamic magic squares. 

Goldsmiths also created copper alloy counterweights, which were used on balance 

scales for the weighing of gold dust and nuggets, the main currency in pre-colonial times 

(fig. 7-10). Called goldweights, these small sculptures were each made to conform to a 

precise weight standard in a system that may have entered the Akan region, again from the 

north, probably during the fourteenth century and certainly by the fifteenth, when Jula 

traders came south in search of goldfields. The earliest Akan goldweights are mostly 

rectangular and round shapes with nonrepresentational geometric decorations. Like early 

Akan weighing systems, these weights were of Islamic inspiration; analogous geometric 

forms have been found by archaeologists in the Western Sudan, some with Arabic, 

Egyptian, and even Roman prototypes. Goldsmiths throughout the Akan area, perhaps by 

the sixteenth or seventeenth century, also began to cast fairly simple figurative motifs such 

as birds, fish, and human beings. This representational sculpture is certainly of Akan 

inspiration and use. However, inter-ethnic trade may have stimulated the production of 

figurative goldweights in what is now Ghana, for by the eighteenth century the corpus of 

realistic weight motifs in those Akan states numbered in the thousands. Clearly there was 

a great proliferation of figural, representational weights during the two hundred years 

(1700–1900) of the pre-colonial Asante confederacy. Goldweights fell out of use in Ghana 

around 1900, when the British forbade using gold for currency in what was then the Gold 

Coast Colony, and they were gradually abandoned in Côte d’Ivoire as well. Nevertheless, 

in their astonishing quantity and rich variability, goldweights remain one of the marvels of 

West African art. 

Individually modeled (first in wax), each weight is a study in miniature sculpture, and 

quite a few show virtuoso, inventive artistry. Nearly all locally available creatures, plants, 

and objects were cast into goldweight form. Weights in the form of human beings show an 
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enormous variety of poses and activities, including many chiefs riding horses or seated in 

state, the gold weighing process itself, and a great range of genre scenes, vignettes of 

everyday and ritual life. Most of these date from the eighteenth and especially the nineteenth 

centuries. A number of objects such as beetles, crab claws, peanuts, and other seed pods were 

cast directly, that is, with the original model being burned up inside the clay mold, which was 

then filled with molten metal. 

Many goldweight motifs belong to the vast lexicon of the visual-verbal nexus. A 

fascinating aspect of the transactions in which they once figured is the role played by the 

recitation of proverbs or other sayings prompted by specific weights. Few detailed reports 

exist on the use of proverbs in commercial transactions. Yet since buying and selling in 

Africa is usually a social process elaborated by extensive greetings and discussion, and since 

the Akan are well known for eloquent and metaphorical speaking, it is not hard to visualize 

the extended dialogue that must have accompanied transactions—an indirect, embellished 

discourse in which proverbs played a role, stimulated partly by each trader’s collection of 

weights. Weights were also sometimes used to send messages. A crab claw meant “pay what 

you owe me or I will fight you for it,” while an elephant tail goldweight meant the bearer 

came with the authority of the king. Occasional weights, too, were used as protective or 

healing charms when tied to a wrist or ankle. 

TEXTILES 

Three principal types of cloth are worn by the Ghanaian Akan and their neighbors for 

ceremonial occasions: strip-woven cloth popularly known as kente (figs. 7-3, 7-11, 7-19), 

appliqué or embroidered cloth called akunitan (fig. 7-4, 7-11), and stamped adinkra cloth 

(fig. 7-11). Also worn are amulet-laden cotton tunics called batakari (fig. 7-12). Some of 

these textiles are worn for specific occasions or to identify particular social roles. Often they 

are made in a hierarchical range of qualities. Simple versions of kente, for example, are 

available to anyone who can afford them, while heavier, more elaborate, labor intensive, and 

costly kente are (or were) reserved in Ghana for kings or specific members of royalty. Akan 

men typically wear huge cloths (six or seven feet by twelve or thirteen feet), toga fashion, 

without belt or other fastener, and with the right shoulder bare. Women wear two or more 

smaller fabrics, one a skirt wrapper (worn these days with a blouse), a cover cloth, or shawl, 

and often a cloth for tying a baby to its mother’s back. 

The technology of strip weaving appears to have been introduced from the Western 

Sudan to the Akan area during the sixteenth century, perhaps somewhat earlier, by the Mande 

Jula. Narrow strip weaving on horizontal looms, worked exclusively by men, is widely 
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distributed across West Africa, yet it takes on particularly elegant and complex form among 

Ghanaian Akan and neighboring Ewe weavers, whose kente cloth is made from two- to four-

inch strips sewn together, selvage to selvage. Kente range from plain striped cotton weaves, 

owned by most people, through an extensive hierarchy to dense, color-rich fabrics with 

complex geometric patterning in fine units. Most kente alternate plain weave and inlay 

designs in more than three hundred named patterns, organized as checkerboards, stepped 

diagonals, or asymmetrically, sometimes in random compositions. Ewe kente may also 

incorporate pictorial symbols such as drums, birds, and human figures, and even lettering. 

Verbal—visual correspondences are present, as they are in most Akan arts, and many 

royal cloth patterns and colors are associated with specific social or ritual roles. The richest 

kente are often primarily silk (early examples having been woven partly with thread 

unraveled from European cloth), and woven on looms with six heddles rather than the normal 

four. Asante versions of this richest kente, called asasia, have a shimmering, twill-like texture 

and were exclusively royal weaves (see fig. 7-3). The greatest asasia cloth was reserved for 

the Asantehene or those whom he permitted to wear it. 

Stamp and comb-line designed adinkra probably originated as mourning cloth among the 

Asante. Typical mourning adinkra are dark brown, brick or rust red, and black, worn 

differentially depending on the mourner’s closeness to the deceased. Most adinkra are 

patterned in numerous squares that are again subdivided by combed or stamped designs (see 

fig. 7-11, middle). Patterns are stamped with carved calabash stamps and combs using a dye 

made from a tree bark boiled with iron-bearing rock or slag. Most known adinkra use 

European milled cotton yardage as the base fabric. White and many other bright colors, called 

“Sunday” or fancy adinkra, are probably late additions to this cloth tradition and can be worn 

for most festive occasions or even daily, though not for mourning. 

Most adinkra designs are named after natural or crafted things, but many appear to be 

abstract (fig. 7-13). Nearly all have linked verbal maxims or proverbs. As many as two 

hundred different stamp designs exist, though some have fallen out of use and others are 

added periodically. 

The Asante may have borrowed the idea of adinkra cloth from the Gyaman, a small group 

to the northwest who had a seventeenth-century chief named Adinngra and another early 

nineteenth-century leader named Adinkra. A prominent Akan scholar, on the other hand, 

glosses adinkra to mean “to be separated,” or “to leave,” or “to say goodbye” (from di, 

“employ,” and nkra, “message left on departing”), an interpretation that strongly supports the 

mourning function. Still a third theory links adinkra cloths to Islamic-derived protective 
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magic squares of the sort seen on some batakari. The Bamana, Senufo, and other Western 

Sudanic peoples make protective garments with rectilinear painted patterns, but these do not 

closely resemble either each other or adinkra. Still, adinkra may be part of a large complex of 

West African cloths with mystical, protective properties, perhaps inspired in part by Muslim 

technologies of inscription and pattern-making with magical inks. 

Chiefs often wear locally produced or designed fabrics such as kente or adinkra, but they 

also own rich European textiles such as brocades, velvets, and damasks. At some point after 

imported cloth became more plentiful, probably during the nineteenth century, Akan-

designed appliqué or embroidered chiefs’ cloths were invented. Called “cloth of the great,” 

akunitan, these are divided literally or implicitly into a checker-board, each square of which 

contains an appliqué or embroidered motif (see fig. 7-11, bottom; see also fig. 7-4). Motifs 

range from abstract or geometric through pictorial, and many have verbal associations. 

Clearly each “cloth of the great” is a more or less systematic set of allusions to royal power, 

responsibility, and wealth. 

Many peoples in West Africa wear tunics made of coarse cotton strips woven by men, 

often with added charms. They are prevalent among the Dagomba and Mamprussi of 

Northern Ghana and possibly were first imported into Asante lands from that region. Called 

batakari among the Akan, these tunics feature pendant amulets, and sometimes other 

attachments such as horns and claws, which have been prepared by spiritual adepts and are 

believed capable of protecting and empowering their wearers. While elsewhere they are made 

by blacksmiths, most among the Akan seem to have been prepared by Muslim charm makers. 

It is said that each charm includes an inscription from the Qur’an (though some have been 

opened to reveal only powder, presumably also viewed as spiritually effective), thus invoking 

the powers of Allah to serve people who are not in fact Muslims. The Akan are nevertheless 

impressed with Islamic technologies, including writing. Some batakari from Ghana are 

inscribed with both writing and subdivided rectilinear patterns called magic squares, which 

also are believed to have mystical power (see fig. 7-12). The very pigment with which 

Islamic script and symbols are drawn is believed powerful (and thus is drunk in liquid form), 

and drawn magical patterns are even more so. These garments are worn by hunters, warriors, 

and their leaders, not just Akan royals, and some have had their efficacy increased with blood 

sacrifices. “Great” batakari worn by Akan chiefs and kings for mourning festivities and other 

rites are especially laden with charms, sometimes hundreds of them. Many amulets are cased 

in gold and silver as well as animal horn, leopard skin, red cloth, and the more common 

leather. The metal cases are usually further ornamented with embossed or repoussé patterns, 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 224



as if to redouble their mystical potency. 

TERRACOTTA FUNERARY SCULPTURE 

Several generations ago, some Lagoon groups, some Anyi kingdoms (especially the Sanwi 

and Aowin), and some Ghanaian Akan states (especially in the southern Akan regions), 

commemorated the deceased with terracotta figural sculpture (fig. 7-14). The clay images 

included isolated heads, heads attached to rudimentary bodies, and heads attached to funerary 

vessels, and they often had royal contexts. These terracotta traditions go back at least to the 

sixteenth century. Writing in 1602, for example, Pieter de Marees, a Dutchman who had 

voyaged to the coast, described elaborate royal Fante burials that included painted clay 

figures portraying the deceased leader and all the members of his entourage. Archaeological 

excavations at a Lagoon site in southern Côte d’Ivoire brought to light clay heads dating to 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. However, most Akan terracottas now in Western 

collections were taken from their original locations in the early twentieth century. 

Royal terracotta images were occasionally adorned with fine cloth and seated in state on 

chairs for royal second burial ceremonies, surrounded by both terracotta and actual human 

attendants. The dressed sculptures were later paraded through the streets of the community to 

the royal graveyard in a festive procession, drawing crowds of people who shouted farewells 

to the departed. In some areas annual rites of commemoration were held at such sites as the 

“place of pots,” adjacent to an actual graveyard (fig. 7-15). In other areas, however, little 

attention was paid to the figures after their initial presentation. 

The people of most areas recognize these terracotta heads or figures as portraits. As in 

other African portraiture until the last few decades, however, this did not involve descriptive 

imitations of actual human models, but rather generic renderings of heads with a few 

individualizing details such as scarification or hairstyles. Many sculptors followed the 

widespread Akan convention of flattening the head, a reference to idealized beauty. Such 

heads are often schematic, quite flat and thin, with simplified features applied or incised. 

Other heads are fully round and quite naturalistically modeled, although simplified and 

idealized in showing neither age marks nor blemishes. Many styles and types of heads are 

known, a variety that suggests regional developments and changes over several centuries. 

Such terracottas are more prevalent among the southern Akan (Fante, Aowin, Anyi, Twifo, 

and others) than among the Asante, so a southern origin is likely. A large group of memorial 

figures comes from the town of Krihjabo, in southern Côte d’Ivoire, a capital of an Anyi 
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(Sanwi) kingdom (see examples in fig. 7-14). 

WOOD SCULPTURE AND SHRINES 

Akan deities are thought of in human terms: kind or angry, generous or withholding, neither 

always bad nor good. Invisible nature spirits—lesser deities who meddle constantly in human 

life—may be considered dirty and ugly, hostile dwarfs with skin disease and backwards feet, 

but they are nevertheless carved as handsome, well groomed, and highly civilized in order to 

avoid their wrath and charm them into benevolent behavior. Thus they are rendered with long 

necks, often ringed, precisely carved scarification on torsos, necks, and heads—called “marks 

of civilization” by the Baule—finely plaited hair, erect posture, and other attributes of ideal 

men and women. These attributes vary regionally among the Akan; whereas the Baule 

appreciate bulging calf muscles, for example, the Asante and other Ghanaian Akan admire 

long, flattened, sloping foreheads. Exaggerated in many images, they were formerly effected 

on actual people in a mild form when, as infants, their cranial bones were gently modeled by 

their mothers. 

Shrine sculptures are sometimes requested by the deities themselves, or they may be 

given to the shrine by grateful devotees, or by a priest or priestess seeking to create a more 

impressive environment. Adding to a shrine’s mystique, some figures are ascribed miraculous 

origins: they were found in the forest, fell from the sky, or appeared in flames. But of course 

most are products of professional though part-time sculptors whose individual styles can 

often be recognized within a larger framework of regional Akan styles and major 

iconographic types. 

Akua Ma 

Small figures found in shrines of the Ghanaian Akan are among the best-known images 

from all of Africa (fig. 7-16). Their bodies are cylindrical, with or without arms, and most 

have thin disk-shaped heads, suggesting that their sculptors carried to an extreme the sloping 

forehead convention evident in most of the terracotta heads discussed above. The figures are 

called “Akua’s children,” akua ma (sing. akua ba). Oral traditions (now of course written) 

recall a woman named Akua as the first woman to own and care for a consecrated human 

figure on instruction from a priest. A figure was ordered from a carver and taken to a shrine 

to be empowered. Barren, and mocked for carrying a surrogate baby made of wood, Akua is 

said to have gotten pregnant nevertheless, eventually giving birth to a healthy baby girl. Thus 

divine intervention was in part responsible for conception as well as the safe delivery of a 
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healthy child, and small figures of analogous “children” are common in many parts of Africa. 

Female children are preferred among the matrilineal Akan, and akua ma are almost 

always carved as female. Having learned from the experience of the legendary Akua, other 

Akan women desiring children, ever since, have ordered small figures from artists, had them 

consecrated at shrines, and waited hopefully, often carrying the “child” tied at their back the 

way real children are carried. 

They were given beaded jewelry and sometimes clothes; they were fed and cared for as 

the hoped-for child would be. Many regional styles of akua ma exist, just as one carver’s 

version of the figure will differ from another’s. Although it is true that these figures were 

sometimes given to children as playthings, or “dolls,” we avoid using that word because it 

tends to trivialize traditions that are spiritually based here as they are in most parts of the 

continent. 

Asante Carvings and Shrines 

Shrines are locations of deities and their symbols, often considered their “homes.” In 

former times, shrines were housed in splendid buildings dating back at least to the nineteenth 

century (figs. 7-17, 7-18). A few of these have been restored and preserved as Ghanaian 

national monuments. Some have openwork screens or reliefs with interlace patterns of 

Islamic origin. Specialized Muslim builders were often brought in from the north to create 

these temples, whose decoration, accorded power, was intended to protect the sacred contents 

housed within. 

Shrine rooms or buildings contain smaller or larger ensembles of varied sacred materials 

together with props such as furniture, utensils, regalia, and offerings. They may also contain 

figurative images. Figure 7-19 shows the interior of an atano shrine housing several separate 

altars, all dedicated to the powerful deities associated with the Tano River. Visible are three 

brass pan altars arranged hierarchically on stools draped with kente cloth, two pans flanking 

an elevated third. Each pan contains a different manifestation of the deity, the sacred 

materials that comprise the essence or heart of the god. Formerly, these ingredients were 

sometimes housed in kuduo vessels. Imported brass pans have long been more commonly 

used, however, and such shrines are called “brass pan shrines” after this feature. The shrine 

shown here also houses several other lesser brass pan altars. Brass basins were imported from 

England, supplanting locally cast kuduo probably in the nineteenth century. 

Also here are akua ma in varied styles and forms. Akan shrines are likely to have six or 

ten or more akua ma. Most of the twelve figures visible on this shrine were consecrated there, 

then later returned to it as thank offerings after their owners successfully gave birth. A few 
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are full figures, with more naturalistic arms and legs; these are more recent than the 

abstracted versions. The figure positioned highest among the akua ma (between the state 

swords) is made of terracotta, and was carried by a woman in the ceremony in which her 

akua ba was empowered by the god Tano through prayers by his priest. 

The kente cloth and state swords here are examples of royal regalia, which is often stored 

in shrines so that it may absorb the spiritual powers that render leadership more effective. 

Evidence of the wealth of the deities and their shrine, regalia also serves to partially 

anthropomorphize the god(s), who “wear” these items. Shrines may also include musical 

instruments, containers of gourd or ceramic and other kitchen equipment, as well as books, 

diplomas, photographs, and other “modern” artifacts that signal the literacy or progressive 

outlook of a priest or custodian. 

The Asante, Fante, and other Akan peoples in Ghana refer to all human figural sculpture 

as akua ma, although not every image was used to help bring forth children. Larger, more 

elaborate statues were commissioned for direct use on shrines, in palace stool rooms, and for 

some secular purposes (fig. 7-20). 

Unfortunately no data survive on the original context and purpose of this masterful, 

virtuoso carving. The stately woman, shown seated upon a European-derived asipim chair 

with her sandaled feet elevated on a footstool, is clearly a queen mother. The carver worked 

in a detailed and attenuated, thin-limbed style; the figure has long slender legs, proportionally 

a still longer torso, and an enlarged and somewhat flattened head on a long, scarified neck. 

She sits proudly erect, her back cut well away from the chairback. In keeping with Asante 

preferences for glistening dark skin, the figure was painted a shiny black, while the chair was 

left the natural color of the wood. An absence of facial expression adds to the impression that 

this woman is aloof, that she is not emotionally involved with the child she is suckling. Yet 

impassive faces are common in African sculpture, so it would be a mistake to read a 

temporary emotion into it. Rather, it is the permanent quality of human dignity that is 

emphasized, properly for the office and person of queen mother. 

Baule, Anyi, and Lagoon Sculpture in Wood 

Baule statuary is among the most celebrated of West African art traditions by virtue of the 

subtle refinements and careful detailing of many older carvings, such as the confidently 

rendered male/female couple shown here (fig. 7-21). These images, nearly identical apart 

from the clear indications of gender, show the absolute control a master carver had of his 

tools, his ability to create exactly the figure he intended. In keeping with other spirit 

representations, the faces are impassive. The surfaces of both figures have been modified by 
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ritual use, and jewelry has been added. Their original use is uncertain, although the somewhat 

“messy” surface, resulting from sacrificial libations (now partly cleaned), suggests they may 

have represented nature spirits or diviner’s spirits. 

The areas beyond and outside the village, called the Other World, are, for the Baule and 

some of their neighbors, the locations of two important classes of spirits with whom people 

maintain contact on a daily basis. Unlike the creator god, often considered too remote to 

affect everyday lives, these nearby spirits intrude themselves more or less constantly. Earth 

spirits, asie usu, for the Baule are among the kinds of nature spirits also feared and revered 

across much of West Africa. Some are associated with the sky or earth, others with water, 

still others with the uncut forest, the wilderness or “bush,” as it is commonly called. Sickness, 

infertility, crop failure, and other misfortunes are attributed to the actions of asie usu. 

Alternatively, personal difficulties—especially those involving marriage, the family, children, 

or finances—are often ascribed to the jealousy or unhappiness of a person’s “otherworld 

spirit lover.” The Baule hold that all adults have a mate of the opposite sex living in the Other 

World, and that his or her activities and thoughts affect the person of this world, and vice 

versa. 

Both asie usu and otherworld lovers can ask, through a diviner, to be materialized as a 

“person of wood,” a statue, and thus to be honored in this world. A carver is sought and 

commissioned. The spirit, the diviner, or the client determine the specific attributes of the 

figure—pose, type of clothing or hairstyle, whether or not a female will carry a child, and so 

forth. The completed image is consecrated through sacrifice and prayer, and the client or 

specialist must subsequently make periodic food offerings and follow other procedures. The 

shrine of the otherworld woman illustrated here contains gifts of eggs and a mound of white 

chalk requested by the spirit (fig. 7-23). Persons with otherworld spirit mates normally 

dedicate one night per week to him or her, when they will not sleep with their this-world 

spouse. The spirits may also dictate other prescriptive activities that enable clients to gain 

satisfaction or regain health and equilibrium. 

The fashionable spirit-spouse in figure 7-22 is adorned with imported paint. The upscale 

dress, high heels, watch, handbag, and finely plaited hair all suggest the kind of urban 

sophistication sought by some Baule people around the middle of the twentieth century. The 

man who commissioned this spouse figure, for example, might have been seeking 

employment in the capital city of Abidjan, spurred on by his decidedly stylish, rather affluent 

otherworld mate. Her presence in his household shrine might well have pointed to such 

desires, suggesting underlying marital problems. A functionalist explanation for such helping 
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and healing shrines sees the spirit figures as scapegoats whose tangible presence facilitates 

change or recovery (from job loss, for example) because they help the client to externalize his 

or her desires or problems. 

Anyi and Lagoons figures were usually created for diviners, religious specialists whose 

practices are very similar to those of the Baule. These statues were thus equivalents of a 

Baule asie usu, and were also kept in shrines or displayed during public consultations. 

However, some Lagoon groups also carve figures to serve as “otherworld” partners or as 

stand-ins for a deceased twin, and much Lagoon sculpture is displayed as sacred or secular 

objects at age-grade contests, funerals, or “gold exhibitions” (see fig. 7-7). The small statue in 

figure 7-24, made by a sculptor of the Akye, the Ebrie (Kyaman), or another Lagoons people, 

may have been the seat of a supernatural force—a forest spirit, and a diviner’s helper—or it 

might have been a more secular “guardian of the dance,” awarded as a prize to an excellent 

performer. Throughout this region the use of a figure can therefore rarely be discerned simply 

by looking at it; one also needs to collect its history. 

Despite the functional continuity between Lagoons and Baule sculptures, the Lagoons 

figure is very distinctive in style. The rhythms of bulges and constrictions in the symmetrical 

figure’s legs and arms build up to emphasize a greatly enlarged head, which itself has much 

enlarged eyes. Another distinctive feature is the presence of small pegs—sometimes for the 

insertion of medicines—placed on the torso to emulate decorative keloidal scars. The 

conventions of this early twentieth-century Lagoons figure contrast well with the later 

twentieth-century and much more realistic, naturalistic Baule female figure (fig. 7-22 and see 

fig. 7-7). 

Secular Carvings 

As noted above, it may be impossible to distinguish whether a statue was sacred (carved for 

spirit forces) or secular (carved for display and entertainment) without information on its 

original context. Documentation exists, however, for the figural groups and other secular 

forms that were a specialty of the famous Asante carver Osei Bonsu. During his long and 

distinguished career, Bonsu created examples of virtually every type of Akan wooden object, 

including carvings later goldleafed as regalia for three Asante kings. He also carved for 

colonial administrators and for early tourists who visited the Gold Coast. Bonsu’s figure 

ensembles usually feature a chief, queen mother, linguist, swordbearers, and other members 

of a royal entourage under an umbrella, often painted in bright imported enamels (fig. 7-1). 

Such works were ordered as display pieces by popular drumming groups during the 1930s 

and 1940s. Bonsu’s personal style is recognizable in his naturalistic treatment of somewhat 
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enlarged facial features beneath a sloping forehead. 

The same performing groups also commissioned elaborately carved drums (fig. 7-25). 

The example shown here was carved by Osei Bonsu during the early 1930s. Two breasts 

(now partially broken) signal that the entire drum is to be understood as a female body. 

Between them is a carved heart and, beneath, the British royal coat of arms, an indication that 

the group obeys all colonial government rules. Female gendering of such drums is typical, 

and while the exact meaning is not known, it accords with the fact that the largest, most 

important drum of an ensemble is known as the “mother of the group.” This and other similar 

drums are further aggrandized by being carved as though supported on the back of a strong 

animal—in this case an elephant, in others, a lion. The images carved in low relief represent 

aspects of daily or ritual life, material culture, and the natural environment. Many of them are 

linked to proverbs or other verbal forms. 

One possible inspiration for the female drums that became so popular among the Fante 

during the 1930s is a drum depicting Queen Victoria of Great Britain (ruled 1837–1901). One 

of the earliest documented “human” drums, it was probably carved during the late nineteenth 

century. The rollout drawing in figure 7-26 catalogues the many motifs carved in low relief 

on the drum’s body. The largest figure depicts Queen Victoria herself. At a level with her 

head are five Native Authority policemen, each holding an object associated with control. To 

her left is a seated Akan chief, holding a state sword and shaded by an umbrella. Beneath him 

in turn are figures holding symbols of Akan power: stool, state sword, linguist staff. 

Elsewhere are tools, implements used for personal grooming, a building (probably meant to 

be a castle) flying a British flag, and numerous animals and insects. The imagery has to do 

with British power, Akan chieftaincy, and suggestions that the drum group is well dressed 

and groomed and has many up-to-date material objects. The animals are a rich source of 

traditional wisdom, because nearly all of them are associated with sayings that cover a wealth 

of social, political, economic, and spiritual issues. All told, the complicated embellishment of 

this instrument is a compendium of many historical, colonial, and local Akan references, 

almost a microcosm of life around the turn of the twentieth century. 

ROYAL FESTIVALS IN GHANA 

If there are many fine sculptures and other objects in Ghana considered works of art from 

foreign points of view, the largest and most significant art forms from the Akan perspective 

are surely the elaborate royal festivals held annually in most states, which bring together 

regalia, art objects, music, and dance to renew the state spiritually and politically. Important 

rituals are carried out, including purifying the king and the ancestral stools, feeding the local 
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gods with sacrifices, mourning the dead of the past year, and reaffirming political loyalties 

and allegiances. There are also lavish public displays of personal decoration and state regalia, 

dancing and drumming, singing and speech making. Formalized dress and behavior prevail, 

along with feasting, for the gods and the people alike are offered the “first fruits” of the 

agricultural year. In many areas attendance at such events is mandatory; those that miss them 

are fined, so even if one works in a city some distance away, he or she is encouraged to return 

home for this annual spectacle. 

Multiple processions surge through streets and plazas, set in motion by state orchestras 

whose master drummers beat out praise poems glorifying chiefs and state history on “talking 

drums” whose tones reproduce speech patterns. A dozen or more chiefs and their entourages 

participate. Some chiefs walk while more important ones ride in palanquins gesturing with 

flywhisks or weapons to the crowds. Dozens of colorful umbrellas with golden finials pass 

by, including the double dome of the king (fig. 7-27). Several drum orchestras plus groups of 

elephant tusk trumpeters supply rhythm and tonal vibrancy, while many voluntary 

organizations whose members dress and move as one add color and texture to the whole. 

Great festivals are well staged and precisely choreographed, as much by history and 

tradition as by individuals. Events are composed in space and time, framed by beginning and 

closing rituals, with intricately orchestrated themes, colors, textures, rhythms, patterns, and 

dramatic thrust—the same elements present in any art object, such as a sculpture or a 

complex kente. Scenes and rites are acted out, tempos and moods are established, working 

toward climax and resolution, all in the service of meaning. The strength and unity of the 

state are reaffirmed, gods and ancestors are honored and thanked, major concerns of royals 

and the people at large are aired and resolved. At least these are sought ideals. The 

atmosphere is dignified and cool for restricted or solemn rites, vibrant and pulsating for 

public displays. Excess and confusion are frequent visitors, as many activities happen 

simultaneously in different places, overlapping and coalescing, with hundreds, even 

thousands of people taking part. The entire spectacle as a unity subsumes its parts—people, 

arts, events—into a whole of magnificent intensity and scale. 

BAULE MASKS AND MASQUERADES 

If the Ghanaian Akan channel great aesthetic energy into regalia and the festivals that make 

them visible, the Baule in contrast seem to focus much of theirs in an array of masquerades. 

Living at the northern and western edge of the Akan world, the Baule have been influenced 

by neighbors who use a variety of powerful masquerades, and the Baule have adapted some 

features of these masquerades for their own use. In some cases, the Baule seem to have 
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transmitted their own masquerade forms to Akan groups further south and east. 

Portrait Masks 

The most secular of Baule masquerades are known by a variety of names. They all feature 

dancers wearing beautiful cloth and oval face masks honoring the female leader of a dance 

troupe (fig. 7-28). While in many ways the equivalent of a secular display carving (such as a 

Lagoons figure, an Asante sculptural group, or a Fante breasted drum), these smooth, 

idealized faces are designated portraits of a specific woman (or women). The dancer 

portraying the honored woman is sometimes accompanied by the woman herself, or by her 

representative, as he performs. Even though these smooth and restrained portrait masks are 

explicitly oriented toward the community rather than the spirit world, some are virtually 

indistinguishable from the sacred masks of the Yaure, a non-Akan group living to the west of 

the Baule, and the social context of the Baule masquerades links them to Guro masquerades 

such as Flali (see fig. 6-35). 

Goli 

Another popular masquerade form was adapted by the Baule from the Wan, a Mande people 

contiguous to the northwest and expanded upon by the Baule. The discussion here combines 

Wan and Baule versions, which in any case vary from village to village. Goli, a popular 

Baule masquerade, is substantially secular today but with serious social commentary implied 

and a basis in beliefs about supernatural powers, their sources, effects, and hierarchies (figs. 

7-29, 7-30). The most usual venue for goli is the funeral of a prominent person, for which the

all-day masking sequence provides both protection and entertainment. More powerful forces 

of nature and its spirits, amwin, in earlier times, goli masks in recent decades have become 

progressively weaker as supernatural vehicles. Still, the masks are ritually activated and their 

bearers wear empowering substances and must obey dietary and other restrictions. 

The ideal sequence of Baule goli dances includes four successive male–female pairs of 

virtually identical masks, one usually black, the other red. All are danced by men. The mask 

pairs, along with metaphorical associations made for each by some Baule (and outsider) 

analysts, are: 

mask pair associated with 

kplekple (junior male) weak youthful wild animal/boy/goat 

goli glin (senior male) strong elder bush 

spirit/messenger/forest buffalo 

kpan pre (junior female) girl merges bush and 

village/soldier/antelope (?) 
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kpwan (senior female) idealized village woman/leader/leopard 

For the Baule there is no logical inconsistency in the fact that each mask name, seemingly 

single and gender-specific, actually describes a male–female pair of masks. Indeed, the 

couples imply marriage, family, and children—all fostered by the masquerade. 

Through their sequential appearance, the masks trace a progression from foolish 

youthfulness to stronger, more aggressive danger, then from youthful female grace to fully 

realized womanly beauty and wisdom. The first two pairs, essentially animalistic, signify 

unruliness and forest power, contrasting with the second two civilized human pairs, which 

represent the dignified order of the village and its leaders. The progression, though, is not 

inviolate. The Wan dance only three masks (omitting junior female), and their masks are not 

pairs but single. Nor does every Baule village dance all eight. Nevertheless the sequence and 

its associations are generally observed. 

Each masked presence combines several sometimes ambiguous traits, exemplified with 

particular force in the senior male, goli glin (see fig. 7-30). The formal complexity of this 

mask—curved and straight lines and planes, voids, and solids—implies its complex 

meanings. The mask is a composite of buffalo, antelope, crocodile, and perhaps bird, as 

feathers of a powerful bird are attached and “eagle” is one of the mask’s praise names. It is 

painted with red medicinal pigment, implying blood, danger, trouble, aggression, but also 

black and white. The masker executes a rapid, aggressive, and difficult dance. Goli glin is 

feared and linked with killing and death, yet he is also protective, his fresh young palm fiber 

cape symbolizing life and continuity. 

Junior females, the penultimate pair, wear face masks surmounted by horns. The final and 

hierarchically highest mask, eagerly awaited throughout the day, is kpwan, senior female, the 

embodiment of cool, pure, life-giving womanhood. Her mask is small, with balanced 

harmonious features. The costume emphasizes whiteness, which implies peace and well-

being. Yet the mask is considered difficult to wear and dance, even dangerous, and carries 

numerous restrictions. A man without children may not wear it, and an error in the dance 

could bring on a poor harvest. Here artistry and ritual purpose merge. In some areas, at the 

end of the sequence the senior male returns to the arena to enact a love scene with the senior 

female. Then she departs the dance ground; he sets out later to find her, angry that she has 

left. Together they then retreat to their sacred sanctuary in the forest. There, well away from 

the audience, the masks are retired. 

Goli meanings are layered and metaphorically rich. The sequence, while entertaining and 

dramatic, with elaborate costuming, well-carved masks, clever songs, and affecting dances, is 
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at the same time a compressed version of Baule/Wan values, a microcosm of age, gender, 

aesthetic, knowledge, and wilderness/village follower/leader hierarchies and oppositions. 

Performing at a man’s funeral (more rarely a woman’s), to which ancestors are invited so as 

to welcome their newest member, the maskers celebrate life, beauty, elders, wisdom, and 

women. Thus the masquerade comments upon human existence and many of its essential 

categories, and at the same time it enriches and deepens that life by its allusions, its drama, 

and its art. 

Bonu Amwin and Do 

While the Baule masquerades described above are primarily called forth for celebrations, a 

particularly powerful category of Baule mask generates fear and is intended to combat evil 

forces in times of danger. Such are the sacred bonu amwin (fig. 7-31), similarly shaped 

animal composite masks related to the horizontal helmet masks of the Gur- and Mande-

speaking peoples who live north of the Baule. Men in many Baule communities have 

collectively at least one of these, some seven or eight, each with a different name and related 

if discrete purposes. Activated and empowered by sacrifice when donning costume and mask 

in the forest sanctuary where they live, the masks require strict precautions from the male 

population, and especially from their carriers, before entering a village. The maskers (one or 

several) have come out for the past several decades at dry season festivals and for funerals of 

respected elders, but earlier they appeared whenever something seriously threatened village 

order. At death celebrations they attend the preparation of the corpse and the vigil, returning 

again at the end of the mourning period, thus helping to banish death from the community, 

just as analogous Senufo composite masks and the even more complex Dogon dama do (see 

chapter 5). Announced by buffalo horns believed to be their voices, bonu amwin maskers, 

with costumes of forest materials, carry whips and lances to terrorize the crowds, menacing 

people with wild, erratic behavior. Women, who are especially threatened, retreat to their 

houses. 

Bonn amwin operate—and especially did some decades ago—to protect communities 

against hidden or overt dangers such as negative witch-craft, disease, or threats of warfare or 

catastrophe. These masks are also purifiers, judges, and settlers of conflict. Through 

intimidation and threatened or actual violence, this masquerade represents the male ethos of 

dominance, pointing out by contrast the restraint and order preferred in village life. 

Significantly, the only amwin stronger in Baule life belongs to women, who never use masks, 

and this is invoked only when men’s efforts to avert misfortune have failed. 
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Some bonu amwin are known as Do. This name further links these masquerades to those 

of peoples to the north, for the term seems to be of Mande origin. The term also refers to 

masquerades with secret powers in Burkinabe societies (see chapter 5), and to men’s 

masquerades in Muslim and non-Muslim communities in northeast Cote d’Ivoire. 

Masquerades by Akan peoples other than the Baule are rare, but Do masquerades, which use 

these horizontal helmet mask forms, have also been documented among the Anyi and in some 

Lagoon groups. Generally the centralized Akan kingdoms of Ghana do not engage in 

masquerades at all, but the appeal of these mysterious males is so strong that they have been 

danced by a Fante military association (Asafo) in the town of Cape Coast (fig. 7-32). 

AGE-GRADE ARTS OF LAGOONS PEOPLES 

Occasionally masks may appear at ceremonies of Lagoon age-grade associations. Age-

grades, an institution not found in Ghana, are formal divisions by social age of the male 

population. As in most Akan groups, inheritance is based upon a person’s matrilineage, but 

age-grades and other types of military groups are organized according to a man’s patri-

lineage. Formerly, some stages of the age-grade system prepared young men to be warriors; 

their age-grade proved its courage and unity to men of older age-grades in contests of 

supernatural strength. Today, a series of ceremonies still determines whether or not a 

generation of men is fit to take on leadership positions. Monumental drums are visual and 

spiritual focal points in these ceremonies (fig. 7-33). Formerly they called men to war and led 

them to battle; today they still summon men to the funerals of age-grade members. 

In addition to drums, age-grades have displayed flags and carved figures. In the last 

decades of the twentieth century, new generations of fighters carried or dragged life-sized 

figures of people and animals, carved and painted to appear shockingly lifelike (a smaller 

version of one of these figures is visible in the gold display illustrated in fig. 7-7). While 

generals of the age-grade wear distinctive costumes identifying them as warriors, the heads of 

the generation are adorned with the costly cloth, ivory-topped staffs (fig. 7-8), and gold 

ornaments (fig. 7-6) described above. And although age-grade festivals are said to be strictly 

a male endeavor, women dressed in equally rich attire accompany and protect these leaders. 

ARTS OF FANTE MILITARY COMPANIES 

Military associations among the Fante, known as Asafo, provide even more elaborate artistic 

displays than their Lagoon counterparts. Despite the centralized nature of Fante states, Asafo 

groups are essentially egalitarian, and both men and women are active in Fante Asafo groups. 

Having been in constant contact with European powers along this coast since the late 

fifteenth century, and having served as reluctant hosts to European-designed trading and 
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slaving forts and the garrisons that staffed them, Fante military organizations have absorbed 

and adapted European ideas, motifs, objects, and technologies into their own artistic culture. 

For many decades now Asafo groups have been “fighting with art,” for first the British, 

then the Ghanaian government usurped military functions once performed by Asafo 

members. Otherwise they are essentially social organizations, although they still serve as a 

democratic counterbalance to royal hierarchies, playing a role for example in selecting and 

enstooling a paramount chief. Each state and most large communities have from two to a 

dozen Asafo companies, setting up an automatic rivalry played out in festivals and the arts. 

Each company owns certain exclusive colors, motifs, musical instruments, and other insignia, 

with any violation of such prerogatives by another company being considered an act of 

aggression. Art, then, may and does cause disputes, which in the old days erupted into 

bloodshed. 

For many Asafo companies, a concrete shrine, building, or monument serves as a rallying 

point. Called posuban, these structures developed during the 1880s, slowly replacing 

previous rallying points such as fenced shrine mounds or sacred trees. Over the course of the 

twentieth century they were elaborated into fanciful, even flamboyant civic markers. 

Posuban are built of European-introduced concrete and related materials, drawing upon 

local castles and Christian churches for some of their architectural elements and from earlier 

Akan impulses for their essential and sometimes whimsical visual character. A posuban 

houses its company’s sacred drums and symbols. Although most have little interior space, 

they serve as centerpieces for meetings, funerals, and festivals, and as ostentatious flagships 

for Asafo activities—sometimes literally (fig. 7-34). This warship is one of five in Fanteland, 

where two other posuban take the form of airplanes. 

Most posuban, however, are built as multistoried structures. Many have a wedding-cake 

stack of progressively smaller stories, and most are ornamented with sculpture. As with other 

Akan arts, sculptural subjects may be emblematic, or they may be linked with proverbs. 

Motifs generally aggrandize the company, often while belittling rivals at the same time. A 

common proverb for lions, for example, is “A dead lion is greater than a living leopard,” 

meaning “Even at our worst we are stronger than you.” Notably, the lion became a popular 

Akan motif in part because of its use in British heraldry and commercial logos. 

The same types of imagery, with the same origins, are seen in two dimensions in flags, an 

Asafo company’s most important portable symbol. Inspired by flags of European visitors, 

Asafo flags have been aggrandized in form, use, and meaning. Most of their appliqué motifs 

are linked to verbal expressions, giving them a particularly Akan inflection. As with posuban 
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imagery, these expressions commonly vaunt the strength of the owning company, often at the 

expense of the diminished and weaker rival. Generally measuring about four feet by six feet, 

flags are sewn and appliquéd with bright cotton cloth by male artists. The British Union Jack 

occupies an upper corner of earlier flags (fig. 7-35), replaced by the Ghanaian flag after 

independence in 1957. Asafo flags have been made for at least three hundred years. Each new 

officer commissions one that later enters his or her company’s collective property; many 

groups had several dozen until these flags became popular among European art collectors and 

were sold off to dealers. Such has been the fate of all too much African art. Less easily 

alienated are those locally invented flags, some as long as three hundred feet, with thirty or 

more applique motifs, that are a playful, almost illogical, extension of the flag maker’s art 

(figs. 7-34, 7-36). Unlike posuban, which are of course permanently on view, flags and 

uniforms come into their own when animated in festivals. 

Many Fante states celebrate an annual festival largely given over to Asafo displays, 

though their ritual base points up the traditional civic and spiritual responsibilities of these 

military groups. One such is the path-clearing festival, akwambo. The paths are those to local 

shrines and water sources. After company members have cleared these overgrown trails, 

which may be a mile or more long, rituals are performed for major deities to placate and 

thank them for granting and preserving prosperity (figs. 7-37, 7-38). 

The principal source for the example of akwambo described here is Legu, a coastal 

fishing community with two rival Asafo companies. This akwambo transforms the town with 

costumed marching groups, singing, skits, flag dancing, chanting, and dancing for some six 

hours, with each company allotted equal time. Up to eighteen subgroups of each company 

appear, with vibrant, distinctive uniforms in company colors: red, white, and blue for one 

company (see fig. 7-37), and yellow, orange, green, and purple for the other. Some subgroups 

dress as soldiers, boy scouts, girl guides, and police, with uniforms faithfully copying the 

originals. The two companies compete in outdoing one another in the brightness and numbers 

of uniforms, in marching and chanting, and in skits interspersed in the flow of subgroups 

entering and leaving the main town plaza in quick succession. Thus an officer mimics 

sounding the water’s depth with a lead line, a mock police officer directs the truly heavy 

traffic in the plaza, two “soldiers” speak to each other over string telephone wires stretched 

between their wooden handsets, and a flag dancer acts out a brief scene. 

Flag maneuvers and elaborations figure strongly in Asafo displays. Specially trained flag 

bearers twirl, throw, protect, and otherwise dance their flags, which graphically broadcast 

their company’s military prowess (fig. 7-38). Companies with long flags may suspend them 
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from their posuban (fig. 7-34) or carry them in serpentine processions through town streets, 

as if clearing away anything in their path. These spectacular banners have names such as 

“river” or the “runoff of rainwater,” metaphors for the company’s power to sweep obstacles 

away as they inundate their outclassed enemies. 

Competition between companies is serious, yet playfulness also pervades Asafo imagery 

and martial activity. Since the Fante understand well that actual warfare is a thing of the past, 

they let imagination, humor, and a spirit of play enliven their “fighting with art.” 

LIVES WELL LIVED: CONTEMPORARY FUNERARY ARTS 

Competition among Asafo companies stimulates varied art forms, but this is not the only 

arena in which inventive new arts have appeared. Businesses in the cities of Ghana and Côte 

d’Ivoire have patronized a lively commercial art market since the colonial period. Artists and 

their apprentices, often based in small street-side studios, paint signs for clients. Some 

advertise the exciting shows provided by traveling theatrical groups, and their videos. Painted 

portraits are also made as inexpensive, durable substitutes for photographs. Portraits of 

celebrities, often quite naturalistic, are sold alongside other work. The example here, a 

multiple portrait from a photograph of the Asante queen mother with attendants, was painted 

by a Kumasi artist who works in this ancient Asante capital. Known as “Almighty God” (fig. 

7-39). (originally Kwame Akoto), this painter (born 1950) has attracted foreign clients

because he also creates some personal religious works expressing his own beliefs. These 

straddle the Euro-American categories dividing “fine art” (for self-expression) and 

“commercial art” (for clients). The queen mother in this lifelike portrait is shown wearing 

mourning attire. In fact, funerals are an important context for innovative arts. These are 

usually “second burials,” colorful, joyful celebrations of the lives of the prominent dead. 

They occur months or even a few years after interment. Vast sums of money are channeled 

into commemorative sculpture and lavish festivities, following a belief that amounts to a 

formula: status in the ancestral world is directly proportionate to social position and generous 

expenditure in the living world. Much in keeping with the accommodations that Fante Asafo 

companies have made over the centuries to European ideas, materials, and images, funerary 

arts too have been modernized to keep pace with changing cultural conditions. The early 

decades of the twentieth century, for example, saw the rise of cement memorial sculpture, a 

direct legacy of the terracotta memorials discussed earlier. Stimulated in part by European 

mausoleums and graveyard statuary, many West Africans began to erect monumental 

sculptural groups in permanent materials, often polychromed. By the 1960s and 1970s, 

cement memorials were common, ranging from single figures to large sculptural groups, 
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some in abbreviated architectural settings (fig. 7-40). In addition to the commemorated man, 

sculpture may depict other family members, drummers, angels, police or guards, equestrians, 

felines, all more or less symmetrically and hierarchically arranged. Inscriptions record the 

relevant names, community, and dates, sometimes along with biblical passages if the family 

is Christian. These modernized commemorations accord with overall tendencies in 

contemporary African art toward permanent materials, vibrant colors, descriptive portraiture, 

and artists desiring acclaim for their skills. 

During the 1970s in Accra, the capital of Ghana, a carpenter named Kane Quaye (1924–

92) began a parallel tradition, the construction and sale of a remarkable series of fancy

coffins. His subjects—cocoa pod, Mercedes Benz, rooster, outboard motor, among others—

catalogued both aspects of everyday life and concerns with prestige and wealth. Coffins were 

painted with bright enamels and lined with sumptuous fabrics. The very piecing together of 

objects with shaped wood, nails, and glue is introduced technology (also seen in European 

chair adaptations), earlier wood sculpture having been carved from single pieces of wood. 

Kane Quaye’s son and former apprentices carry on a lively business in this updated art 

form, which accords so well with long-established lavish sendoffs for the respected dead. 

Expensive coffins are commissioned by middle-class or wealthy families, yet their cost is 

only a fraction of the outlay for an entire funerary celebration. The coffin generally refers to 

the dead person’s special concerns: an onion for an onion farmer, a boat or fish for a 

fisherman (fig. 7-41). A globe-trotting businessman might ask for a fancy car or a plane to 

reflect his hard-earned status and wealth. Coffins stressing traditional regal motifs—leopard, 

eagle, elephant, stool, state sword—are popular with chiefs and other leaders. The choice of 

subjects is dynamic; new images are constantly being invented. 

ARTISTS AND ACADEMIES IN GHANA 

Invention and reinvention within the context of tradition have been the sustaining forces 

behind the training provided by universities and art institutes in Ghana. The first formal art 

instruction on the post-secondary level was provided by British colonial authorities in Accra 

in 1919, and in 1928 the fledging Achimoto College began to offer classes in art. From its 

inception, Achimoto College was dedicated to “parallel education in European and African 

culture,” and students were urged to study “tribal life and customs” as well as Western 

models. The famous Asante sculptor Osei Bonsu (see fig. 7-1, 7-25), who had no Western art 

training, was recruited to teach wood carving at Achimoto alongside European expatriates. 

This approach differed radically from that taken in Nigerian universities at the time, and 
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produced artists whose work differed significantly from the modernist painting being 

produced by contemporaries in other regions. For example, Vincent Kofi (1927–74) made 

rough wooden, stone, and metal forms that seem unfinished and that reflect his interest in 

Akan spirituality, while Grace Kwami (born 1923) sculpted images of clay that relate to the 

memorial images of her Akan ancestors. 

In 1952, the Achimoto art department was incorporated into what became the Kwame 

Nkrumah University of Science and Technology (KNUST). During the period when Ghana 

gained independence, Kofi Antuban (1922–1964) adopted a naturalistic style; he painted and 

carved clearly recognizable political images in support of Nkrumah. Varied styles were 

developed by other KNUST artists. Ablade Glover (born 1934), a former dean, paints bright 

canvases filled with what he calls “a sort of colour movement” (fig. 7-42). On close 

inspection, the thick brush-strokes become recognizable as roofs, vehicles, and people in a 

crowded market. 

Another KNUST graduate, El Anatsui (born 1944), moved to Nigeria in 1975 to teach at 

the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, where he works with members of the Uli School (see 

chapter 9). Until recently, his main medium has been wood (sometimes recycled), the most 

“traditional” of materials, which he literally assaulted with power tools, as if deliberately to 

violate the conservative canons of woodcarving. Since 2000 he has been using other recycled 

materials (fig. 7-43). His dramatic wall sculptures made from bottle caps and their foil 

sleeves, painstakingly wired together, strongly evoke strip cloths such as kente: their opulent 

shimmering surfaces folded and draped, almost as if dancing. Anatsui comes from an Ewe 

weaving family, though he has never actually woven himself. His earlier wood pieces also 

quote from the rich textiles of Ghana and Nigeria. 

At the end of the twentieth century, a cartoonist named Yaw Boakye founded an art 

institute called Ghanatta in Accra. This school has fostered a lively new art scene. One 

Ghanatta-trained artist, Kofi Setordji (born 1957), created a monumental work, Genocide, in 

response to the massacre of some 800,000 people in Rwanda (fig. 7-44). Despite the great 

weight of the some three hundred pieces comprising this mixed-media work, Setordji has 

installed it in several exhibitions. The detail shown here focuses on partial faces of clay 

sinking into (or emerging from) framed plaster, suggesting the anonymity of the victims’ 

deaths. While this is a very personal artistic statement about a specific twentieth-century 

tragedy, it draws upon earlier Akan arts in intriguing ways. The materials, the scope, and the 

imagery of Genocide all recall Akan groves filled with memorial terracottas (fig. 7-15). In a 

way, Setordji’s piece allows Akan ancestors to lend their dignity to the dead of a distant 
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African nation. 
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8 The Yoruba and the Fon 

THE YORUBA ARE PERHAPS THE most urban of all African groups. By the eleventh century AD, 

what they consider to be their founding city, Ile-Ife, was a thriving metropolis, the center of 

an influential city-state. Over the ensuing centuries, numerous city-states evolved, all 

claiming descent from Ile-Ife. This urban tradition continues to the present day, when Yoruba 

cities may number in the hundreds of thousands. The Yoruba peoples of south-western 

Nigeria and southern Benin did not consider themselves a single group in the past. The term 

“Yoruba” was first used to describe people of the Oyo kingdom, which once dominated most 

of the region. British colonizers noted similarities of language and culture among those 

peoples tracing descent from Ile-Ife and referred to all of them as Yoruba. 

To the west of the Yoruba, in the Republic of Benin and Togo, live the Fon and their 

relatives, the Ewe and the Popo, collectively called the Aja. According to tradition, the 

dynasties of Aja kingdoms originated in Tado, located in what is today Togo. Legend claims 

a Tado princess had union with a leopard spirit and gave birth to Agasu, whose descendants 

founded the kingdoms of Ardra and Dahomey. Tado may have developed as early as the 

twelfth or thirteenth century, Ardra by the sixteenth century, and Dahomey by the 

seventeenth century. 

Fon traditions claim close relationships to the Yoruba, and some versions of Aja origin 

stories claim that the first Tado king was Yoruba. Although Yoruba and Fon cultures are 

distinct from each other, they have interacted for centuries through both trade and warfare. 

The Fon share many elements of Yoruba culture, including the institution of centralized 

kingship, a system of divination for communicating with the spirit world, and a similar 

pantheon of gods and spirits. Artistic influence has also flowed from the Yoruba to the Fon. 

EARLY IFE 

In Yoruba mythology the city of Ile-Ife is “the navel of the world,” where creation took place 

and the tradition of kingship began. There the gods Oduduwa and Obatala descended from 

heaven to create earth and its inhabitants. Oduduwa himself became the first ruler, oni, of Ile-

Ife. To this day Yoruba kings trace ancestry to Oduduwa. 

The largest and most coherent body of artistic and archaeological evidence for the proto-

Yoruba culture of early Ile-Ife dates roughly between AD 1000 and 1400, an era known as the 

Pavement period. Numerous finds predate these centuries, however, and there is evidence 

that the site was occupied by at least the eighth century AD. While little is known about these 

earlier centuries, scholars have proposed two broad periods of development, an Archaic 

period, to about AD 800, and a Pre-Pavement period, from about AD 800 to 1000. 
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Archaic and Pre-Pavement Periods 

Among the most remarkable works surviving from the Archaic period are a number of stone 

monoliths. A dramatic granite gneiss monolith known as Opa Oranmiyan, the largest of these, 

set with spiral-headed iron nails in a trident pattern, rises over eighteen feet (fig. 8-2). There 

is no way to know exactly what the monolith represents. Its name, meaning “the staff of 

Oranmiyan,” dates from recent times. Mythical son of the god Oduduwa, Oranmiyan is 

associated with the founding of the dynasties of both the kingdom of Benin (see chapter 9) 

and the Yoruba city-state of Oyo. 

In contrast to the abstract, radically simplified forms of Archaic sculpture, Pre-Pavement 

figures depict human and animal subjects in more naturalistic styles. One of the most famous 

Pre-Pavement works is known to present-day inhabitants of Ile-Ife as Idena, “gatekeeper” 

(fig. 8-3). Exaggerated columnar legs provide a stable base for the bare-chested male figure 

standing with its hands clasped at the waist. Spiral-headed iron nails embedded in the head 

suggest the texture of hair while linking the figure back to the iron-and-stone works of the 

Archaic period. The heavy collar of beads, the bracelets, and the intricately tied wrapper 

suggest a person of high rank. 

Pavement Period 

During the eleventh century Ile-Ife blossomed into a substantial urban center. Beginning in 

the thirteenth century, as rivalry between neighboring city-states intensified, Ile-Ife fortified 

itself with a defensive moat and earthen ramparts. Intermittent warfare between city-states 

continued into the nineteenth century and is probably in part responsible for the Yoruba 

cultural pattern of living in densely populated, walled cities surrounded by radiating 

farmlands. 

Excavations suggest that early Ile-Ife was laid out in an orderly plan (fig. 8-4). Like most 

Yoruba cities it was roughly circular, with the palace at the center. Two concentric systems of 

walls surrounded the city. Near the palace, but also sprinkled throughout the city, were 

shrines to the deities. Major roads radiated outward, linking Ile-Ife to neighboring cities. 

Marked by a large gateway that likely housed guards, each opening in the moat and wall 

complex was both a military post and a ritually consecrated space. 

The basic unit of architecture seems to have been a square or rectangular courtyard 

surrounded by a veranda. Most homes would have been formed of several such courtyards, 

while the palace probably had great numbers of them. At least one palace courtyard of great 

size accommodated a large portion of the population for ceremonies. The most important 
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courtyards in palaces, shrines, and gateways were decorated with elaborate mosaic pavements 

of stone and pottery shards (fig. 8-5). 

Paved courtyards were sacred spaces. The semi-circular voids at the top and bottom of the 

diagram indicate where raised altars made of packed earth would have stood, their sides 

inlaid with shard mosaic designs. Ritually buried pottery has been recovered from such 

courtyards. One courtyard yielded fourteen buried pots set into the earth along the 

pavement’s border and fitted with lids depicting the heads of various animals (fig. 8-6). The 

ram’s head, at the left, wears a royal crown, suggesting that the animal served as a metaphor 

for kingly power. Other animals such as the elephant, leopard, or what may be a 

hippopotamus on the pot at the right, may also refer metaphorically to the oni, for they too 

wear elaborate beaded headdresses with a royal crest and forehead pendant. 

A single vessel was often set into the center of the courtyard, its position emphasized, as 

in figure 8-5, by a circular arrangement of stones and shards around the protruding neck. One 

of the most interesting of these vessels to have been recovered is shown in figure 8-7. Typical 

of such vessels, the bottom was broken prior to its burial so that libations poured into it 

penetrate directly into the earth. Decorations in relief depict a series of eight undoubtedly 

potent symbols, similar to symbols found on fragments of other vessels. Among them is an 

altar or shrine such as those that probably stood in the semicircular spaces framed by the 

courtyard pavement. A snake, whose sinuous body moves over the shoulder of the vessel, 

hovers over the altar. Just to the right, two human legs project from a basket, suggesting 

sacrifice. Next to the basket, a pair of carved blades connected by a cord loop around a knob. 

Barely visible is a tall drum. The circular form to the left seems to represent a curved rod, its 

ends slightly overlapping. Next to the rod, a pair of horns connected by a cord loop around a 

knob. 

Perhaps the most intriguing image on the pot is the altar. Enclosed by posts supporting a 

roof of palm fronds, it is set with three sculpted heads. The central head is in a fully 

naturalistic style, while the flanking works are abstract. Both styles closely resemble works 

that have been found at Ife and allow us to assume that these seemingly disparate styles were 

created concurrently and served similar purposes. 

As the descendant of Oduduwa, the oni of Ile-Ife was viewed as a god-king. Confined to 

the palace, his life was lived as a continuous set of rituals. Much of the art of ancient Ile-Ife 

was probably created for the royal court, including figures that may have been intended as 

portraits of rulers, officials, and their families. The naturalistic style of Pavement period 

sculpture is beautifully illustrated by the terracotta head in figure 8-8. The most elaborate 

terracotta head thus far found, it depicts a queen wearing a complex crown with five tiers of 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 245



beads. A row of feathers projects over the serene face. The crest that once adorned the front 

of the crown has broken off, leaving evidence of a circular pendant on the forehead. Traces of 

pigment suggest that the sculpture was once painted in bright colors. Many of the terracotta 

heads discovered at Ife are complete works in themselves and were destined for use on altars, 

as the vessel in figure 8-7 makes clear. The way the neck is broken on this head, however, 

indicates that it once formed part of a larger, perhaps complete figure. 

In modeling the face, the artist has faithfully rendered the way flesh and muscle lie over 

bone, yet this closely observed naturalism embraces a marked degree of idealism as well. 

Many parts of the anatomy are noticeably stylized, especially the lips, eyes, and ears. This 

restrained, idealized naturalism is characteristic of the early centuries of Pavement period 

sculpture, which became freer and more expressive in later centuries. We do not yet know 

exactly what to make of such images of women who wear crowns such as this or who are 

shown in other works of art. Some Yoruba kingdoms’ “kings lists” include women as rulers 

and, in more recent times, some kingdoms have royal positions that are specifically for 

women. 

A typical example of the abstract Pavement period style is the cylindrical head illustrated 

here (fig. 8-9). Two holes suffice for eyes, a simple wedge-shaped cut indicates the mouth, 

and rounded horn-like knobs sprout from the top. The simultaneous use of two such radically 

different styles may reflect the need to embody two quite different ideas. The inner head, ori 

inu, and the outer head, ori ode, are important concepts in Yoruba thought. The terms reflect 

complementary spheres of being. The inner head is spiritual and invisible. Perceivable only 

through the imagination, it embodies a person’s spiritual and true being. The outer head is the 

physical entity perceived through the senses. The terracotta heads of early Ife are thought to 

embody this duality, with the abstract style depicting an inner, spiritual reality and the 

naturalistic style depicting the outer, physical reality. An altar such as the one depicted on the 

vase in figure 8-7 may have been used in blessing the inner head of the king, a custom that 

survives in present-day Yoruba courts. 

Pavement period artists also produced works in cast metal. While these sculptures are 

often spoken of as bronzes, most were created from alloys of zinc, lead, and copper more 

properly classified as brass. A few are almost pure copper. Although some recent scholars 

argue that copper may have reached Ife from deposits located less than a thousand miles 

away, we do know that metals were obtained through trans-Sahara trade networks that 

extended to northwest Africa and even tapped into routes that continued to central Europe. 

Cast by the lost-wax process (see Aspects of African Cultures: Lost-Wax Casting, p. 

234), these sculptures show the same idealized naturalism as the early Pavement period 
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terracotta heads, and thus were probably produced during the same centuries. 

The life-size brass head shown here stands on a cylindrical neck (fig. 8-10). As on the 

terracotta head earlier, the eyes, lips, and ears are stylized according to ideal models. Yet the 

features are still strongly individualized, and the head may well have been intended as a 

portrait. The face bears the vertical striations found on many terracotta and brass heads at Ile-

Ife. While these markings are often thought to represent scarification, the Yoruba in recent 

times have not been known to use this particular scarification pattern, and it is entirely 

possible that the striations are purely an aesthetic device. 

Holes along the hairline were probably used to attach headgear, most plausibly a crown. 

Other heads feature holes along the lower part of the face, just above the jawline and across 

the upper lip, perhaps for attaching facial hair to heighten the effect of realism. More 

probably, however, they allowed a beaded shield to be attached, which hid the lower portion 

of the face. The custom of veiling a sacred ruler to protect him from the gaze of his profane 

subjects is found in many African societies. Yoruba kings in more recent times have held a 

fan over the mouth when eating or speaking and have hidden their faces during public 

appearances behind a beaded veil that falls like fringe from the rim of the crown. 

Aspects of African Cultures 

Lost-Wax Casting 

The lost-wax casting process, still in use today, was first employed in the ancient Near East 

during the fourth millennium BC. The technique was used early in China, and subsequently 

passed along as well to the many overlapping civilizations that ringed the Mediterranean, 

including Kemet. Although copper was cast in the southern Sahara by the seventh century BC, 

the earliest evidence for the process south of the Niger River is from the tenth-century site of 

Igbo-Ukwu. 

The drawings below illustrate the steps used by sculptors in Benin. A heat-resistant core 

of clay is formed, approximating the shape of the sculpture-to-be. This core is then covered 

with a layer of wax, which the sculptor models, carves, and incises. Wax rods and a wax cup 

are attached to the base of the completed wax model to prepare it for casting. A thin layer of 

finely ground liquid clay is painted on the wax model, and the entire assembly is then 

covered with increasingly thick layers of clay. When the clay is completely dry, the assembly 

is heated to melt out the wax, leaving an empty image or mold of the sculpture for the molten 

metal to fill, and channels where the wax rods have been to allow the metal to be poured in. 

The mold is turned upside down to receive the molten metal, which is generally a copper 

alloy approximating brass. When the metal has cooled, the outer clay casing and inner clay 
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core are broken up and removed, freeing the brass sculpture. After the pouring channels are 

filed off, the image is ready for final polishing. A sculpture produced with this method is 

unique, for the mold is destroyed in the process. HMC 

Four large holes appear around the base of the neck. Like their terracotta counterparts, 

brass heads may have been placed on altars. The holes at the bottom of the neck may also 

have allowed the head to be attached to a carved wooden body, thus creating a full figure. A 

number of Yoruba funeral rites witnessed during the early twentieth century included an 

effigy of the deceased, and such ceremonies in early Ife may similarly have included effigies 

(see fig. i, p. 10). It has also been suggested that the heads served as mounts for displaying 

crowns during annual rites of renewal and purification when the ruler’s inner head was 

blessed. 

While many of the terracotta heads found at Ife originally formed part of a larger figure, 

most of these have survived only in fragments. A worker digging a road to an Ife shrine 

unearthed a particularly intriguing sculpture. It may depict a king and queen (or queen 

mother), or two allied rulers, or deified royal ancestors such as Obatala and his consort, 

Yemoo (fig. 8-11). The brass, barely one-sixteenth of an inch thick, attests to the skill of the 

craftsmen who cast it. While detailed, the proportions of the figures with their oversized 

heads are not naturalistic, further emphasizing the conceptual nature of Ife sculpture. Each 

wears beaded collars, necklaces, bracelets, anklets, and a crown of beads, not unlike that in 

figure 8-8, all connoting royal position. The male figure hooks his index fingers together in a 

symbolic gesture, while the female figure locks her arm through his. Their legs entwine. We 

may never learn the precise meanings of these gestures. The combined figures representing 

male and female possibly allude to the interdependence of male and female, an idea of 

importance in the art and thinking among the Yoruba peoples today, many of whom claim 

descent from Ile-Ife. 

The most remarkable of all Pavement period sculpture was found some 120 miles away in 

a shrine on the banks of the Niger River near Tada (fig. 8-12). Dated to around AD 1300 and 

cast in almost pure copper, the figure is distinguished by its relaxed asymmetrical pose, the 

palpable sense of weight conveyed by rounded fleshy forms, and the more naturalistic 

proportions of head to body. The face wears an attentive and dignified expression. A 

patterned wrapper around the waist falls over the thighs and is fixed on the left hip with an 

elaborate tie. 

How this extraordinary work came to be in Tada is a subject for speculation. It may have 

been sent from Ife as a token of authority, and may thus mark a boundary of Ife’s influence at 

a certain moment. It may also have been carried off as a trophy of war. The sculpture is one 
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of eight metal figures found around Tada and nearby Jebba Island. According to oral histories 

of the Nupe people, the present-day inhabitants of the region, the works were stolen from 

Idah, the capital of the Igala people, by the Nupe folk hero Tsoede. During the sixteenth 

century the Nupe were in fact involved in wars with the Yoruba city-state of Oyo, which was 

then extending its boundaries. Oyo claimed close ties with Ife, and it may well be that the 

statue was taken by the Nupe from Oyo. As many as four different styles are represented by 

the eight works, supporting the theory that they were imported into the area from various 

sources. The variety of styles also suggests that casting technology was known outside Ife, 

though these other ancient casting centers remain to be discovered. 

In view of the widespread use of masks and masquerades in African art, the discovery of 

masks at Ile-Ife is particularly fascinating. Two masks are known, one of terracotta, the other, 

shown here, cast in pure copper (fig. 8-1). Copper is exceedingly difficult to cast, and the 

flawless casting of this mask is a tribute to the high level of technical skill attained by Ife 

artists. The mask is said to represent Obalufon II, the third ruler of Ife, who is credited with 

introducing the techniques of casting. Narrow slits below the eyes suggest that the mask was 

made to be worn. Holes along its back were likely used to attach a costume. The work is kept 

on an altar in the palace of the present-day oni of Ife, where it is believed to have resided 

since its creation some five hundred to seven hundred years ago. 

EARLY OWO 

The city of Owo lies about eighty miles to the southeast of Ile-Ife. In centuries past it was a 

powerful city-state whose influence extended over a broad area. Owo traditions maintain that 

the kingdom was founded from Ife and that the first ruler, oba or olowo, was the youngest 

son of Oduduwa. Archaeological evidence suggests strongly that Owo indeed had material 

ties to Ife. 

Excavations have unearthed a number of terracotta sculptures, some of which were 

concentrated in an area that may have served as a storehouse for important shrine objects. 

The figures have been dated to the early fifteenth century, making them roughly 

contemporaneous with the Pavement period in Ife art. Some of the Owo terracottas share 

characteristics with those from Ife, including idealized naturalism and vertical striations on 

the face. Some, on the other hand, seem to be in a distinct style, while still others reflect 

contact with the kingdom of Benin to the south (see chapter 9). 

The fragment of a male figure shown here consists of a carefully modeled head placed on 

a more coarsely treated body (fig. 8-13). The face differs from those of Ife in that the eyes are 
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more widely spaced and the corners of the lips are pressed firmly into the cheeks. The pose is 

dynamic, with the arms raised to the chest. Jewelry includes a complex necklace of beads and 

tassels, large bracelets covering the forearms, and a band of beads at the waist. 

Sacrifice is a persistent theme in the early art of Owo. A great variety of sacrificial 

offerings are depicted—a chicken carried under an arm, for example, or an animal head 

proffered by two hands. Sacrifice was and is an integral part of Yoruba religious practices. In 

the past, no sacrifice was considered too costly if it brought peace and prosperity. To this end, 

it was sometimes necessary to make human sacrifice. Since it was forbidden to sacrifice a 

native of one’s own town, strangers or slaves taken in war would be offered to the deity. 

Among the most remarkable of Owo sacrificial representations is a terracotta sculpture 

depicting a basket of decapitated heads, strangers who had been given as a precious gift to 

one of the gods (fig. 8-14). 

Owo stories of origin maintain that the first olowo was not only the son of Oduduwa but 

also the brother of the ruler of Benin. The cultural and artistic traditions of Owo and Benin 

have clearly been intertwined for centuries. A strong overlay of Benin tradition is apparent in 

Owo, and Benin was receptive to Owo styles and forms. Early Owo was a major ivory 

carving center, and some objects once attributed to Benin are now believed to have been 

made in Owo itself or by Owo carvers working in Benin. 

The ivory sword shown here is of obvious Owo manufacture (fig. 8-15). It is an 

udamalore, a prestigious type of ceremonial weapon still worn by the olowo and high-ranking 

leaders in important festivals. The sword indicates that the wearer is from a respected family, 

that he is a man of maturity and influence, whose power is felt throughout the kingdom. 

Although an udamalore can be made of a number of materials such as iron, brass, or bead-

covered wood, the most prestigious material is ivory. Such swords are worn by high-ranking 

chiefs today when they salute the king in festivals such as igogo, which reenacts events in the 

life of an early queen of Owo. 

A pair of bracelets from Owo demonstrates the skills of Owo artists (fig. 8-16). Carved 

from a single piece of ivory, each bracelet consists of interlocking cylinders. The outer 

cylinder is an openwork configuration of symbolic representations of sacrificial rams’ heads 

and crocodiles. Serpent forms issuing from the noses of rams’ heads link the two primary 

elements into an elaborate design. Inside this cylinder, a smaller cylinder is locked by means 

of a relief carving of a catfish, which allows the inner element to move slightly to the left or 

right. The surface of the inner cylinder is decorated with bands created by holes pierced 

through it, producing an almost lacey appearance. The top and bottom of each armlet once 

had numerous spherical ivory jangles that clattered as the chief who wore it danced before the 
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king. Such ornate status objects helped differentiate titled leaders from lesser personalities. 

They were worn with ostentatious costumes that called attention to the wearers, underscoring 

their aristocratic lineage and the authority they had been granted by the olowo. 

ESIE 

While archaeology, oral histories, and cultural continuity have helped scholars gain some 

insight into the art and history of Ife and Owo, many other aspects of the Yoruba past remain 

shrouded in mystery. Such is the case with the largest group of stone figures ever found in 

West Africa, a mass of over one thousand works that until recently stood in a field outside the 

town of Esie, sixty-two miles north of Ile-Ife. The imposing personage in figure 8-17 sits 

with hands firm on his knees. An ornate coiffure, necklaces, and armlets indicate high status. 

Such elegance is typical of hundreds of figures that once littered the ground of the sacred 

precincts. Esie carvings range in height from a few inches to several feet. Some depict 

animals, but the majority portray individuals, both male and female, often with elaborate 

coiffures or ostentatious headgear. Many are seated. Some play musical instruments, while 

others carry weapons. Such attributes suggest that the figures represent dignitaries, perhaps 

royalty. Intriguingly, numerous facial types and scarification patterns are portrayed, 

suggesting that the personages are drawn from diverse cultures. The distinctive style of the 

works and the high level of artistic development suggest they were made by a group of 

people who were socially stable and politically organized. 

The present-day inhabitants of Esie, a Yoruba people who arrived from Old Oyo during 

the fifteenth or sixteenth century, claim to have had nothing to do with making the images or 

with moving them to the site. Several stories have arisen to try to explain their presence. One 

tells how people from various distant lands came together in search of a place to stay. A 

misunderstanding with the ruler of Esie sent them in a state of rage back to their camp on the 

outskirts of town, where they were turned to stone by a Yoruba deity. 

Researchers are at a loss as to how to explain the origins of the figures. Some attempt to 

link the figures with the former capital of the Oyo Empire. Others think there may be links to 

Ile-Ife. Still others suggest local origin, and stone sculpture has recently been found at other 

Igbomina Yoruba sites. Locally available stone seems to have been used in their manufacture. 

Today housed in a museum on the site, the stone figures continue to play an important 

role in the religious beliefs of the local people, who view them as the owners of the land, 

overseers of general welfare, and providers of fertility. A priest continues to watch over the 

figures even in the context of a museum setting. 
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RECENT YORUBA ARTS 

After the early splendors of Ife and Owo, a series of horrific civil wars led to the deaths or the 

enslavement of vast numbers of the Yoruba, the Fon, and their neighbors. During this dark 

period, their homelands became known by Europeans as the Slave Coast. Only the abolition 

of the transatlantic slave trade in the early nineteenth century allowed Yoruba kingdoms to 

regain stability. By the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century, a wide range of 

objects, forms, art styles, and art events had developed in a number of Yoruba centers. Some 

of the art forms were found throughout Yorubaland, while others were purely local. Although 

art production in this region had changed significantly by the twenty-first century, some 

Yoruba artists continue to create works to underscore the leadership systems of the royal 

court and the society of elders known as Ogboni, or to address the spirit world and facilitate 

communication between the humans and the realm of gods and spirits. 

Royal Arts 

Much of the art produced in the Yoruba region calls attention to the king and his court. As a 

visible symbol of the deity, the king is the high priest of the community. Although Yoruba 

kings are free to appear in public today, in the past they were confined to the palace, making 

public appearances only when the welfare of the state required them to participate in public 

ceremonies. Even in those instances, the individual who held the office was not really seen, 

for royal garb concealed his identity, emphasizing instead his mysterious, sacred nature. 

The king shown in figure 8-18, Ariwajoye I, oba of the Igbomina Yoruba, wears and 

carries a number of references to his position as sacred descendant of Oduduwa. Bead 

embroidery is normally reserved for the oba. The beadwork on the king’s robe, on the 

cushion that elevates his feet above the earth, on the tall staff in his right hand, and on the 

intricate crown signals that this is the sacred ruler, descendant of gods. 

The crown is the foremost attribute of the sacred king. Yoruba crowns are made of a 

wickerwork cone covered with stiff fabric or canvas. Glass trade beads are strung and 

attached to cover the entire surface in boldly colored designs. The beaded fringe veil, the 

prime symbol of kingship, is supposed to be worn only by those kings who can trace their 

lineages to Oduduwa. In fact, legal cases have challenged the rights of certain kings to wear 

the beaded crown. In the past, the sanctity of his very existence prevented the king’s being 

seen by ordinary people, and the fringe protected him from the gaze of the profane when he 

made public appearances. 

Three tiers of abstracted faces (their staring eyes clearly discernible) decorate the body of 

the crown. Depicting royal ancestors, ultimately Oduduwa, they refer to the mystic union of 

the living king with his deified predecessors. As delegate of the ancestors, the king relies on 
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their wisdom and powers. The multiplicity of faces alludes to the all-seeing nature of 

ancestors and spirits and thus to the role of the king whose supernatural vision allows him 

access to such authority. 

Attached between the faces are small, three-dimensional beaded birds. A larger beaded 

bird ornamented with actual tail feathers tops the crown. Birds are another important element 

on Yoruba crowns. The great bird at the top is said by some to represent the egret, the bird of 

decorum, a symbol of orderliness and settler of disputes. Others suggest it is the paradise 

flycatcher, a royal signifier whose tail sports extremely long feathers, or the pigeon, a symbol 

of victory and political power. Still others see the birds as a reference to the special powers of 

“night people” such as Osanyin priests, Ifa priests, even the king himself, all of whom must 

ingest a secret substance in order to work either with or against mystical powers described as 

sorcery, or witchcraft. In some regions of Yorubaland, such birds are references to “Our 

Mothers,” a collective term for all female ancestors, female deities, and elderly living 

women. “Our Mothers” are believed to have special powers and to be able to transform 

themselves into birds of the night. Kings cannot rule unless they are able to control or 

counteract the powers of such beings. References to witchcraft and similar manipulations of 

power appear in popular Nigerian culture as well as in Yoruba royal arts, and characters 

labelled as witches are the wicked protagonists of many television shows and videos catering 

to Yoruba audiences today. 

When the king wears the sacred fringed crown, his being is modified. His outer head is 

covered by the crown, and his inner head becomes one with the sacred authority and power, 

ashe, of the ancestors. He cannot touch the earth, and thus stands on a mat or cloth. Seated in 

state, his feet rest on a decorative cushion or footstool. His own face disappears behind the 

veil, and the faces of the royal ancestors stare out instead. It is the vision of dynasty that is 

emphasized rather than the individual who wears the crown. 

The king dwells in the afin, the royal palace. The most imposing architectural structure in 

a Yoruba city, the afin is also the site of the most sacred worship and celebrations. As in early 

Ife, the palace stands in the center of the city, and all roads lead to it. The king’s market, 

usually the most important market in town, lies at its door. An afin consists of numerous 

courtyards of varying sizes, most surrounded by verandahs. Steep roofs, once thatched, are 

today covered with corrugated steel. 

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, artists fashioned wonderful objects to 

enhance the splendor of the palace, record the exploits of the kings and chiefs, and display 

religious symbols and metaphors to the public. In making such commissions, kings 

historically sought the most skillful artists from their own realms and beyond. The best artists 
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achieved the title are, which literally means “itinerant,” suggesting that they moved from 

kingdom to kingdom accepting work from a number of patrons. 

One such artist was Olowe of Ise (died 1938), one of the best-known Yoruba sculptors of 

the twentieth century. Praise poetry still chanted in his memory calls him “the leader of all 

carvers,” one who carves the hard wood of the iroko tree “as though it were as soft as a 

calabash.” Olowe was born during the nineteenth century in Efon-Alaiye, famed as a center 

of carving. He grew up in Ise, to the southeast. Over the course of his career he produced 

doors, posts, chairs, stools, tables, bowls, drums, and ritual objects for palaces and shrines in 

the kingdoms of Ijesa and Ilesha, and in various smaller kingdoms of the Akoko region of 

Yorubaland. 

Between 1910 and 1914 Olowe worked at the palace of the king, ogoga, of Ikere, in 

northeastern Yorubaland. The ogoga was probably familiar with the works that Olowe had 

carved for the palace at Ise and wanted to make his own afin equally magnificent. Among the 

works Olowe created at Ikere are three verandah posts that once stood in the courtyard in 

which the ogoga sits in state for ritual and ceremonial occasions (fig. 8-19). The central 

group, a freestanding sculpture only appearing to serve as a post, represents a king seated in 

state. A woman kneels before him. To his immediate left a palace servant carries a fan; to his 

right a herald blows a whistle. Behind his throne stands a tall and stately queen, whose bulk 

frames his figure when the grouping is seen frontally. Compared to his queen, the king is 

quite small. Seated on his throne, his feet dangle in mid-air. By adjusting the scale of his 

figures, Olowe evokes two concepts. The first is that the power of a Yoruba king is not in his 

physical stature but in the mystical powers that he derives from his royal ancestors. These 

powers reside in the crown, which dominates the composition. Repeating textured bands, 

ancestral faces, and an enormous bird whose beak touches the crown just above the central 

ancestral face all draw our attention to the crown, whose carefully textured surface contrasts 

with the more plainly carved form of the king. 

The second concept Olowe evokes is the power of women. The imposing bird atop the 

crown concedes that the king relies on forces that women control. The large, physically 

imposing figure of the queen, painted a startling blue, also alludes to the supporting power of 

women. Although the power of the king is overt, that of women is hidden. The king and all 

creation rely on the energies that women command. 

Two weight-bearing posts flank and face the central group. To the right, another queen, 

wearing an elaborate coiffure, presents her twin children. To the left, a warrior on horseback 

approaches, holding a cutlass in one hand and a spear in the other. A European gun rests at 

his waist. A small herald to his side announces him with a Y-shaped whistle. The horse is the 
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most profound of his attributes, for it is symbolic of great cavalries in the days of Yoruba 

warfare. The secret powers of dynasty, the military might of men, and the hidden and 

reproductive energies of women are all evoked in this set of posts. 

Olowe also produced a door for the same courtyard (fig. 8-20). A remarkable example of 

palace art, it depicts the ogoga’s reception in 1897 of Captain Ambrose, the British 

Commissioner of Ondo Province. Each of the door’s two vertical panels is divided into five 

registers. In the foreground, figures carved in high relief carry out the action of the story; the 

backgrounds are carved in low relief and the patterns are picked out in color. On the left, in 

the second register from the top, the king is shown seated on his throne, wearing his great 

crown, his senior wife standing behind him. The registers above and below depict other 

wives, palace attendants, and slaves. To the right, in the corresponding register, Captain 

Ambrose sits rather uncomfortably in a litter carried by porters. His retinue fills the other 

registers—an equestrian figure, porters with loads on their heads, and shackled prisoners also 

bearing loads. The contrast between the two panels may be a conscious comment on Yoruba 

and European ways. On the left, free people go about everyday tasks and honor the king. On 

the right, attendants forced into service accompany the uneasy European. This magnificent 

door was taken to England where it was displayed in the British Empire Exhibition of 1924. 

When colonial officials asked to purchase the piece, the ogoga refused to sell it, requesting 

instead that an English royal throne be given to him in exchange for the door. The ogoga then 

commissioned Olowe to sculpt a replacement door for his palace. 

The Ogboni Society 

Yoruba kings rule with the assistance of a number of councils and associations. Ogboni, an 

association consisting of both male and female elders, is one of the most prominent. As with 

many organizations in African communities that are limited in membership and not open to 

public scrutiny, there is much debate about Ogboni’s meaning and purposes. It is understood, 

however, that the organization serves to check the abuse of power by rulers, for the collective 

moral and political authority of these eminent citizens is as great as that of kings, royals and 

officials. In the past Ogboni acted as a judiciary in criminal cases and was responsible for 

removing despots from office. Although its authority has been diluted, Ogboni still exercises 

significant power in traditional Yoruba politics, and its leaders still control the choosing, 

inauguration, and burial of kings. 

Ogboni has a special relationship with Earth, who is seen as a deity. Earth is both the 

giver and taker of life, both mother and father. Earth as the land is the abode of numerous 

spirit forces and beings as well as of ancestors. Ogboni connects those who live upon the 

earth and those who dwell within, acknowledging the omnipresence of spirits and ancestors, 
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who observe all acts of the living and hear every spoken word. 

Ogboni employs a variety of art forms in its work, foremost among them paired male and 

female figures. Large, freestanding pairs placed on altars are referred to as “owner of the 

house,” onile. Hidden away within the Ogboni lodge, they are accessible only to the most 

senior members. The pair is treated as a single unit, referred to as Mother, iya. Onile perhaps 

alludes to dual aspects of Earth, on the one hand hard, negative, and masculine, on the other 

soft, positive, and feminine. Normally cast in copper alloys, onile are created under ritual 

circumstances and prepared with sacred substances. Considered to have great sacred authority 

and power, ashe, the figures emphasize the importance of men and women working together 

within Ogboni and in the community at large. 

A large onile from the Ijebu Yoruba region is unusual in that it is made of terracotta (fig. 

8-21). Scarification marks on the figure’s chest indicate membership in Ogboni. Beaded

necklaces acknowledge office in the organization. A cloth lushly decorated with geometric 

patterns, representing a textile called itagbe, is draped over the left shoulder. The conical cap 

recalls the Yoruba royal crown, and its arching feathers are reminiscent of those that adorn 

the heads of kings. The visual play between the intricately textured headgear and cloth and 

the smooth surfaces of the body produces a lively effect. 

The large wooden Ogboni drum, agba, shown here was probably carved during the 1890s 

(fig. 8-22). The hollow, tapered cylinder was carved from the trunk of a tree. An animal skin 

membrane is stretched and pegged at the top. Its sides are carved with images in sharp, low 

relief. The central figure has a large triangular head with imposing eyes. The conical cap and 

drooping feathers recall those of the large terracotta onile in figure 8-21. The figure holds 

aloft its own legs, which have been transfigured into stylized catfish. 

This agba would have been part of a group of such drums, thought of as a family. As the 

largest, it would have been called the “mother” drum. The smaller drums that accompanied it 

were likely carved with related motifs. Agba function in a variety of ways. On a practical 

level, they announce the meetings of the Ogboni lodge every seventeen days. They are also 

sacred objects, and in yearly rituals the blood of sacrificial animals is rubbed into its sides. 

Because of its sacred character, the intricate iconography of this drum would never have been 

seen by anyone other than initiated members. In nocturnal but public memorial services for 

deceased elders, for example, the sides are ritually covered to ensure that the surface designs 

are not seen by the uninitiated. 

Four small heads, connected in pairs, are carved on the body of the central figure as 

though tucked into its belt. Two more heads at the tops of stakes can be seen just beneath the 

arching feathers of the headdress. These images refer to another type of Ogboni sculpture 
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called edan. Although edan, like onile, are filled with ashe, non-members are allowed to see 

them. Edan serve as public symbols of the power and presence of Ogboni. They also refer to 

the male and female founders of the community and express the cooperation between men 

and women in society and the need for a balance of power between them. 

The Ogboni elder shown here (fig. 8-23) wears a brass edan over his shoulders as an 

emblem of office. The male and female figures, connected by a chain, are considered to form 

a single entity. Commissioned for a new member at the time of his or her induction into the 

society, the edan is a more personal art form than onile. It serves as a badge of membership 

and an indicator of status within the organization. It may also convey messages and protect its 

owner. 

Many Yoruba rituals that acknowledge advancement in position or membership in an 

organization include the tying on of a distinctive cloth. A number of such special textiles, 

generically called title-cloths, are closely associated with the Ogboni society. The elder in 

figure 8-23 wears a title-cloth around his waist. Created by a woman on an upright loom, it is 

embellished with richly colored geometric designs based on natural forms. Although weavers 

of such cloths are certainly familiar with the designs and symbols they are asked to create, 

they are not privy to their underlying meanings unless they too are members of the society, 

for interpretation is reserved for those who have the right to wear them. Even outsiders, 

however, know that Ogboni robes celebrate the richness and diversity of their owners’ 

experiences. 

The way the Ogboni cloth is finished also carries meanings. The fringes at the end of this 

example (seen at the right of the photograph) are divided and wrapped with threads to create 

seven tassels. Seven is a ritually significant number in Ogboni. 

Art and the Spirit World 

The Yoruba venerate an infinite number of gods, orisha. Some are primordial, created in the 

beginning of time by the Great God, Olorun. Among those we will discuss here are Orunmila, 

Eshu, and Ogun. Some natural powers such as rivers, mountains, stones, or thunder and 

lightning may be perceived as orisha, and heroes may be apotheosized as well. The god 

Shango embodies both of these ideas in that while he is the personification of thunder, he is 

also a deified culture hero, fourth king of the Oyo empire. The very concept of orisha 

suggests an endless number, and there is always the possibility that new ones will make 

themselves known to a particular human community or even to a particular family or 

individual. Thus an orisha acknowledged in one part of Yorubaland may not be known 
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elsewhere, or may be thought of quite differently. 

Orunmila and Eshu 

Two primordial orisha, Orunmila and Eshu, serve as mediators between gods and humans. 

Seen as embodiments of the principles of certainty and uncertainty, the twosome is intimately 

connected in the minds of the Yoruba, for order does not exist without disorder, and disorder 

requires order by definition. Orunmila, the orisha of destiny, embodies certainty, fate, 

equilibrium, and order. In Yoruba belief, each person chooses a destiny in the presence of the 

Creator God prior to birth. Orunmila can help people to gain knowledge of their destinies as 

they live them out. Through him, they can learn which forces control their future, and how to 

manipulate these forces in their favor. Uncertainty, chance, violence, and trouble define Eshu. 

Ironically, the disorderly and mischievous Eshu is also the messenger of the gods, and to gain 

Orunmila’s attention, one must first approach the trickster Eshu. 

A diviner, babalawo, mediates between Orunmila and the human community through the 

divination process known as ifa, understood to have been instituted by Orunmila himself. A 

babalawo employs numerous art objects in communicating with the spirit world. The 

essential sculptural object for ifa is a divination board, opon ifa (fig. 8-24). Like most Yoruba 

opon ifa, this one is circular in design, its flat, plate-like surface surrounded by a raised 

border filled with an assortment of images carved in low relief. The stylized face of Eshu fills 

the top center portion of the border. Five additional motifs appear left and right in mirror 

image, creating a bilaterally symmetrical composition. Opposite Eshu is a crab, itself 

bilaterally symmetrical. The motifs were probably chosen by the carver, though they are not 

specifically linked to the divination process or to Orunmila. 

In use, the tray is sprinkled with dust from a special wood (fig. 8-25). The babalawo 

throws sixteen palm nuts to determine a configuration of eight sets of signs. He draws the 

signs in the dust, then erases them. Each of the 256 configurations that can occur is known by 

a name and is associated with a body of oral literature. As the babalawo chants the 

appropriate verses, clients interpret them to apply to their own situations. The babalawo 

shown here is in the process of attracting the attention of Orunmila and Eshu by rapping a 

special tapper, the iroke, on the center of the opon ifa, and at the same time reciting verses to 

acknowledge and honor Eshu, the messenger. 

A woman and bird, a hornbill, are depicted on the beautiful ivory iroke shown here (fig. 

8-26). Finely carved textural areas contrast with smooth forms, providing the eye with a

tactile experience. The woman’s kneeling pose suggests worship and supplication, while her 

fan and jewelry indicate aristocratic status. The image of a woman in a pose of supplication is 
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believed to be an ideal intermediary. Her kneeling position recalls the fact that she once knelt 

before Olorun to select her destiny. Women are considered to be the ultimate containers for 

ashe or life force, and representations of nude female figures in a kneeling position become 

visual metaphors for those who seek their fates through divination. Her nakedness, normally 

taboo in Yoruba culture, may well refer to the belief that that the most powerful prayers and 

curses by Yoruba women were carried out in this state of nakedness. At the same time, the 

state of undress indicates the condition in which one communicates with the Creator. The 

coiffure or crown-like headdress adds emphasis to the head, recalling the Yoruba 

philosophical concept of ori, which may be interpreted as “head” or “destiny,” and which 

embraces a person’s past, present, and future. A reference to ori is thus also a reference to 

fate, the concern of divination. 

The palm nuts used in ifa are kept in a carved container called agere ifa (fig. 8-27). 

Fashioned of wood or more rarely of ivory, agere ifa vary greatly in form and may range in 

height from a few inches to over a foot. The exquisite example here is supported by figures of 

a mother and child. The mother kneels in supplication, her prominent breasts projecting to 

repeat the forms of her knees and to serve as counterthrusts to her arms, which reach back to 

encircle the child tied to her back. The disc upon which she kneels repeats the circular form 

of the cup-like container above, whose rim is enhanced by an incised pattern of repeated 

triangles. The dark, worn wood has been rubbed with a light-colored substance that fills and 

defines the crevices of the carving. The maternity figure is but one subject among many that 

might support such a cup. Also in the carvers’ repertoire are human, animal, and abstract 

forms, and the iconography often reflects the needs of a babalawo’s clients. 

Other divination paraphernalia may be stored in large, multi-compartmented, lidded 

containers, or divination bowls called opon igedeu (fig. 8-28). Areogun of Osi-Ilorin (1880–

1954), one of the great Yoruba sculptors of the twentieth century, created this richly carved 

bowl. Areogun’s style is easily recognizable by its bold relief. Like Olowe, Areogun was 

granted major royal commissions for palaces such as verandah posts and doors. Here 

Areogun has created a cylindrical vessel with a strikingly innovative feature—a hinged lid. 

Seated figures surround the bowl, while the lid reveals a man on a bicycle. 

While Orunmila is never depicted in shrines or on divination paraphernalia, Eshu is 

portrayed repeatedly. The only Yoruba orisha consistently represented, Eshu appears on 

houseposts, lintels, doors, and bowls. As a go-between for gods and humans, his image 

embellishes many shrines. As the god of the marketplace, the gateway, and the crossroads, he 

is often represented in these places as well. Figural representations in public places, however, 

are rare. Instead, a piece of unworked stone usually suffices to represent the god, and even 
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then it may be buried beneath the earth or in a wall. Occasionally a figure carved of wood or 

more rarely of stone may be set up in a marketplace (fig. 8-29). The figure shown here was 

photographed in the center of the town of Igbajo, some thirty-five miles from Ile-Ife. At least 

two other stone Eshu figures had once graced parts of the town. The style is not like that of 

the early stone figures of Ile-Ife, but it is more reminiscent of more recent Yoruba 

woodcarving. The trickster god is depicted with a large head, and its outsized eyes dominate 

the features. A necklace with a pendant gourd container for medicinal substances hangs from 

the neck. His right hand holds what may be either a club or a larger calabash of medicines. 

Although the followers of other orisha call upon Eshu, his own special congregation of 

worshipers make use of a number of types of objects including dance wands, assemblages, 

and altar figures. The dance wand in figure 8-30 once decorated a shrine for Eshu and would 

have been used in processions and festivals, danced with by a worshiper in honor of the god. 

While such wands are usually carved with a figure of a worshiper, the figure here may 

actually represent Eshu himself. Long strands of beads and cowries, once used as money by 

the Yoruba, cascade from the neck in reference to the wealth brought by this god of the 

marketplace. The long, projecting hairdo, common to most Eshu figures, arches up and away 

from the head. Such phallic coiffures refer to Eshu’s involvement in male sexuality and 

romantic entanglements. Miniature gourds along the crest of the hair allude to the powerful 

medicines at Eshu’s disposal. The whistle held to the lips suggests Eshu’s role as supernatural 

herald. Although this figure is male, similar ones may be carved as female, for the enigmatic 

Eshu may be represented as either sex. 

The gods Orunmila and Eshu make us aware of the possibility of change in Yoruba 

society and art. Eshu is a dynamic orisha, one who cannot be pinned down to remain the 

same. The very fact that Orunmila is sought on every occasion and that ifa is cast every four 

days suggests that change is vital, even in thinking about fate or destiny. Such change must 

be seen as a part of Yoruba artistic expression as well. 

Ogun, Osanyin, and Eyinle 

Ogun, the lord of iron and war, and Osanyin, the source of herbal medicine, are also 

primordial orisha, having come to earth at the time of creation. Like Eshu, each is a paradox. 

Although Ogun is the ferocious and vehement bringer of war, he is also the founder and 

champion of civilization, a maker of paths, tiller of the soil, builder of towns. The tiny 

Osanyin, visualized as having but one eye, one arm, and one leg, and having numberless 

problems of his own, is the bringer of healing, completeness, and well-being to the human 

community. Eyinle is a local orisha of hunting, rivers, and healing leaves, a companion of 

Osanyin. 
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As the god of iron, Ogun’s impact is ubiquitous, for metals affect every facet of 

civilization. As warrior, Ogun moves forward and conquers, expanding frontiers. As the 

defender, he uses weapons to protect and shield. As master blacksmith, he is patron of smiths, 

makers of tools and weapons. As the ultimate artist, he oversees any who manipulate adzes 

and knives. As the consummate farmer, he oversees farm implements made of his iron. In 

modern times he continues to gather adherents, for all who use steel are his, including 

hunters, soldiers, truck drivers, auto mechanics, and computer technicians. 

Ogun’s embodiment in shrines may merely be a bit of metal, raw or carefully worked, or 

a sacred plant or a stone. Several art forms are specifically identified with Ogun, among them 

ceremonial swords, staffs, iron pokers, and axes (fig. 8-31). This axe is typical of those used 

in Ogun’s worship in eastern Yorubaland. A beautifully rendered human figure adorns the 

handle, complete with markings of civilization and aristocracy: a well-coiffed head, jewelry, 

poise, and dignity. 

As maker of roads and penetrator, Ogun readies the way for all the orisha, and references 

to Ogun are thus present in the shrines of many gods. Diminutive forged iron implements—

hoes, knives, arrows, swords, and bells—announce the intervention of Ogun in the work of 

healing deities, for his slashing blades permit healers to venture into the depths of the forest 

for curative materials. Iron staffs enhance the worship of healing deities, while expressing 

their link to Ogun. 

Iron staffs are commonly dedicated to the orisha of curative medicine, Osanyin and 

Eyinle (fig. 8-32). This graceful staff refers to the vitality of Osanyin and evokes his 

relationships to Ogun and to Our Mothers. The powers of Our Mothers may be represented 

here by a large bird hovering over a circle of sixteen smaller birds raising their heads toward 

the larger. Osanyin has the ability to cancel the negative powers of Our Mothers or to work in 

harmony with them, encouraging them to cure rather than hurt. At the same time, the cluster 

of bird forms may recall leaves on a tree. The herbalists who depend on Osanyin create their 

medicines and curative drugs from leaves, barks, and roots from the forest, where the metal 

tools of Ogun have allowed entry. 

The terracotta receptacle in figure 8-33 honors the god Eyinle. It was created around 1900 

by Agbedeyi Asabi Ija (died c. 1921), a highly regarded ceramic artist of the Egbado Yoruba. 

Like her mother before her and her daughter after, Agbedeyi was renowned for her Eyinle 

vessels, and her reputation spread far beyond the confines of her own town. The large central 

figure on the lid is said to represent Eyinle’s royal wife. The straplike forms that serve as her 

abstracted body can also be perceived as a crown, referring to her royal status. She is 

surrounded by four of her children, one on her back, and three before her. The largest of the 
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children holds a miniature bowl for offerings of kola nut and cowries. Studded with small 

conical projections that allude to river stones and decorated with symbolic images in low 

relief, the vessel serves to hold stones, sand, and water from the river, all of which contain 

and protect the ashe of Eyinle. Such containers are placed on sculpted earthen platforms 

stained with indigo and spread with white river sand. Iron staffs of Eyinle’s companion 

Osanyin may be placed nearby. 

Altars 

As in most African cultures, shrines are places where human beings interact with deities and 

spirits (see Aspects of African Cultures: Shrines and Altars, p. 120). Ensembles of materials 

given as gifts to the deity remind devotees of the presence and powers of the deity, or serve to 

locate power (ashe) associated with that deity. The Agbeni Shango shrine in Ibadan, shown 

here, was photographed in 1910 (fig. 8-34). As with other sanctuaries for orisha, the altar 

accommodates numerous objects that celebrate and help communicate with the deity. A long 

row of fifteen brightly painted houseposts once braced the massive clay frieze. Allusions to 

Shango’s royal status, the posts were carved to depict devotees, orisha, images associated 

with the ancestors, and other subjects. 

Sculptural forms are added to the shrine as gifts to the orisha. One extraordinarily 

complex and dynamic bowl, probably intended for the altar of an orisha, was created by 

Olowe of Ise (fig. 8-35). The bowl is covered with abstract designs carved in low relief and 

painted. Four female figures dance arm in arm atop the Iid, their arched coiffures adding 

height and movement. The bowl is presented by a spectacular elongated female figure, whose 

head is held high on a splendidly long neck. Her baby, held against her back by a cloth, peers 

to the side. A retinue of male and female assistants, painted in earth colors, lean precariously 

from their positions on the base to lift the bowl. The complex sculptural form of the lower 

portion of the configuration is monoxyl, carved from a single piece of wood. Olowe 

demonstrated his mastery of the art of wood carving by carving a free-rolling head in the 

space beneath the bowl, imprisoned within the group of supporting figures. 

The form is called the olumeye, “one who knows the honor,” in reference to the female 

figure supporting the bowl. As with the mother depicted in the shrine image in figure 8-33, 

this mother serves as a messenger to the orisha, offering the bowl and its contents to the god 

to whom it is dedicated. In this olumeye, Olowe’s use of standing nude males on the support 

structure is a drastic departure from the conventions of Yoruba art. He challenges the 

convention in which males are normally depicted fully clothed while females are more often 

represented in the nude. 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 262



Shango and Ibeji 

Shango, who controls thunder, is associated with the expansion of the Oyo empire in western 

Yorubaland. The historical personage Shango, a descendant of Oranmiyan, was the tyrannical 

fourth king of Oyo. Oral traditions maintain that he was a despot, coerced into surrendering 

his crown and committing suicide. His supporters denied his death and declared that he had 

become a god, merged with the forces of thunder and lightning, which they could call down 

on their enemies. The Shango legend illustrates a significant aspect of Yoruba orisha: they 

are not idealized. Shango was a sacred king, but he is still presented as a remorseless despot 

whose need for control overstepped the boundaries suitable to political authority. In his 

attempt to control mystical and magical powers, he was unable to master them and was 

eventually controlled by them. Once a mortal, Shango did not die, but he commands great 

powers of nature as an orisha. In dreadful storms he hurls flashes of lightning upon those 

who do not respect him. These thunderbolts take the form of ancient stone axes that are 

exposed on the surface of the earth after heavy rains. 

The shrine in figure 8-34 was dedicated to Shango. Brightly colored, fringed leather bags 

hang from the rear wall. Each bears four appliqué panels with images of Eshu. Called laba 

shango, the bags are used by priests to transport thunderbolts discovered in the earth to 

Shango’s altar. An upside-down wooden mortar, ceramic containers with painted and relief 

ornamentation, and calabash containers all serve as repositories for the stone axes that contain 

Shango’s ashe. Other objects include cloths, prayer rattles, a sculpted figure of a female 

devotee with double axe forms sprouting from her head, figures representing twins, and rams’ 

horns. 

Devotees carry, cradle, wave, and thrust oshe shango, carved dance wands such as that in 

figure 8-36, during dances in Shango’s honor. Among the most abundant of objects 

consecrated to the orisha, oshe shango most often bear the image of a female worshiper, her 

head supporting the double axe form, modified here to suggest a hairdo. The axe is thus 

related to the head, the symbol of the inner being, ori inu, playing an important role in the 

communication between orisha and follower. In initiation, the head is shaved, and small cuts 

are made into the scalp into which substances are rubbed. The cut in the head is the primary 

way through which the orisha becomes one with the devotee, and it is through the head that 

the orisha mounts the devotee in possession. The figure in this example holds an oshe shango 

in her left hand and a dance rattle in her right. 

The twin figures (or ere ibeji) lying in the container just to the left of the pottery jugs (fig. 

8-34) are present because of the special relationship between Shango and twins (ibeji),

sometimes called “children of Thunder.” The Yoruba perceive twins as spirited, 
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unpredictable, and fearless, much like their patron orisha. Seen as spirit beings with 

exceptional abilities, they bring affluence and well-being to those who respect them. Mothers 

of twins, even the most prosperous and dignified, must beg for their special offspring in 

public places, singing their praises and dancing with them. People who give them token gifts 

are blessed. Twins, however, have a high infant mortality rate. When a twin dies, its parents 

consult a babalawo to learn how to placate the spirit of the dead child, for neglect may cause 

a dead twin to tempt its surviving sibling to join it. The babalawo normally advises the 

parents to procure an ere ibeji, a small carved figure of the same gender as the deceased twin, 

to serve as a dwelling place for its spirit (see Preface, fig. iii.) Ere ibeji are normally cared for 

within the home (fig. 8-37). Here seven small figures have been dressed in tiny garments and 

caps, fitted with necklaces of beads related to various deities and organizations, rubbed with 

cosmetics, placed on a mat, and covered against cool weather. 

The mother attends to the ere ibeji, handling it with tender care to pacify the soul of the 

dead child and to ensure its benevolent presence. She bathes it, feeds it, clothes it, and applies 

cosmetic powders, oils, and indigo. When she begs and performs for the surviving twin, she 

carries the ere ibeji and begs for it too. Eventually, the surviving twin may assume custody of 

the figure. 

While twins continue to be honored among the Yoruba, ere ibeji are not carved as often 

as they once were. Instead, photographs, especially photographs in which the surviving twin 

poses as the deceased twin, may serve the purpose of the ere ibeji, and in many instances 

plastic dolls take the place of the traditional wooden figures. 

Masks and Masquerades 

Perhaps the most thoroughly dynamic art forms of the Yoruba are masquerades. As elsewhere 

in Africa, Yoruba masks are not created or perceived as static sculptural entities but as 

components of a larger, multimedia art of performance that includes costume, dance, music, 

poetry, and interaction with a participating crowd of onlookers. A variety of masks and 

masquerades aid Yoruba communities in communicating with the spirit world while they 

entertain the living. 

The most widespread is egungun, found throughout Yorubaland. Myths and legends 

preserved in divination poetry support the belief that egungun first appeared among the Oyo 

Yoruba. This dramatic Yoruba masquerade may have developed in response to ancestral 

celebrations of the Nupe peoples, who live to the northeast of the Oyo region. Nupe ancestors 

are honored with spectacular masquerades consisting of moving cylinders made of white 

cloth, columns that rise mysteriously to tower high above the participants (see chapter 3). 
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Whatever its history, egungun is particularly important in Oyo. There, egungun celebrations 

take place over a period of several weeks, manifested in performances within lineage 

compounds and in public performances. 

Many Yoruba associate egungun with the veneration of ancestors, believed capable of 

helping the living community if they are properly honored. Some egungun masquerades 

impersonate the spirit of the recently departed, returning to ensure that all is in order prior to 

making the final journey to the spirit world. In other situations the egungun merely appears to 

entertain when ancestors are venerated. Egungun, like the ancestors they are associated with, 

are identified with specific families. They play a regulating role in the family and serve as a 

link between the living and the dead. 

There is an air of the sacred attached to the egungun and to the rites and celebrations of 

which they are a part. They are prepared for action within a sacred grove. Prayers are said, ifa 

is cast, and charms are attached to the body of the masker and placed within his costume. 

Donning the costume, the masker is depersonalized, ritually transformed into a human 

repository for the spirit of the returning ancestor. When he enters a state of possession, he 

speaks with the voice of the deceased. 

Varying throughout the Yoruba region, egungun may be discussed according to type or 

style, according to seniority or status within the organization that enacts the event, or 

according to the deportment of the dancer wearing the costume. Styles and types of egungun 

may be transferred from one area to another, allowing for the blending of styles. Several 

styles may be seen side by side, even within a single community. 

The egungun in figure 8-38 are from the southern Yoruba, in the Remo area. Like all 

egungun from that region, they are fashioned of cloth. Costumes of brilliant patchwork panels 

trimmed in red move and flare, rise and fall, as the dancers whirl. A boxlike construction 

covered with matching fabric surmounts the head. Such egungun are intended to be beautiful 

to the eye. In some areas wooden facemasks or headdresses top the masquerades, while tray-

like forms embedded with charms and animal skulls complete others. Two types of egungun 

appear in figure 8-39. To the right is a fabric egungun of traditional type, its costume made of 

pieces of textile sewn in a dizzying assortment of colors. A crocheted rectangle of black and 

white bands over the masker’s face allows him to see. The two carved wooden masks to its 

left parody a European couple. Dressed in contemporary clothing, they carry accouterments 

associated with these strangers—a large purse and watch for the woman, a ballpoint pen and 

a pad of paper for the man. These satirical egungun do not wield power but add a note of 

levity to the festival. Their performance here began with the man kissing the woman on the 

check and pretending to write over her heart with the pen. Occasionally he feigned taking 
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notes on the pad, for Europeans seem to write everything down. The couple waltzed slowly to 

frenetic drumming and then performed a get-down disco number, after which they mimed 

copulation. Masks that followed represented a properly behaving Yoruba couple. The moral 

is that although Europeans are associated with literacy, they are too demonstrative in public 

and are promiscuous. Yoruba, by no means stodgy, at least know how to act appropriately. 

Whereas egungun is manifested all over Yoruba country in one form or another, there are 

other masquerade types that are restricted to specific regions. The masquerades of the Gelede 

society are limited to the southwestern region. Gelede’s origins are often attributed to the 

kingdom of Ketu, situated in the present Republic of Benin, and to another kingdom, Ilobi. 

Some suggest that Gelede evolved from celebrations performed in honor of the patron orisha 

of small children, and that the masquerade was modified in response to disputes over royal 

succession in these two ancient kingdoms. Today the festivals focus on the placation of the 

great goddess, Iyanla, and on the general well being of the community. 

Made up of both men and women and led by an elderly woman, the society organizes a 

lavish masquerade as an offering to Our Mothers. The aesthetic power of sculpture, dance, 

and song is intended to persuade Our Mothers to use their special powers for the good of the 

entire community, instead of wielding them destructively. 

In some places, a number of Gelede masquerades appear on opening night. In some 

instances herald masks or a mask representing Eshu may appear. Immediately after a number 

of sacred masks emerge that perhaps represent the very essence of Gelede. One mask of this 

sort is that of a bearded woman, Iyanla or Great Mother. The other is Eye Oro or Spirit Bird. 

Mother masks and bird masks refer to and dramatize the spiritual side of womanhood. The 

Great Mother features a long, flat extension below the chin that is referred to as a beard. To 

provide a woman with a beard suggests her elder status and all the connotations of wisdom 

and knowledge associated with the role. 

The Spirit Bird combines the image of the bird with that of a woman. The bold simple 

forms of the carved head are emphasized even more by the fact that it is worn with a 

strikingly simple costume of white, allowing the imagery of the mask to dominate. The large, 

pointed beak dominates, its reddened tip referring to the possibility that unappeased or 

vengeful female elders may be transformed into birds of prey so that they can eat victims. A 

coiffure humanizes the creature, suggesting one of the praise names of Our Mothers that 

refers to powers of transformation—“the one with two bodies.” 

In evening performances is a singing masquerade named oro efe who emerges for a 

nightlong presentation of songs, proverbs, praise poems, riddles, and jokes (fig. 8-40). The 

performer’s face here is concealed by a veil that allows him to see. Atop his head sits a 
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complex mask painted a cool white, with eyes, lips, and scarification patterns in contrasting 

colors. A multicolored, towering superstructure consists of a perplexing juxtaposition of 

curving, spiraling forms that allude to pythons and other animals, the crescent moon, a 

turban, a cutlass, and interlace motifs. Themes of aggressive action persist. Hoops beneath 

the costume and layers of cloth panels expand the size of oro efe and magnify his physical 

appearance. Ornate embroidered and appliqué panels display an abundance of colorful 

motifs, and mirrors are set into the fabric to reflect light in the night performances. 

Oro efe, perceived as a male leader of the society and a servant of the Mothers, imparts an 

image of physical and supernatural power, position, and spiritual authority. His songs include 

humor and sarcasm, but they are filled with vital power, ashe. They act as an invocation, 

calling on the powers of Our Mothers. They teach precepts advocated by ancestors, gods, and 

the Mothers through ridiculing and condemning the actions of those who violate their 

objectives. 

The following afternoon, numerous masquerades appear in sequence. The youngest 

performers dance first, dressed in partial costumes and striving to equal their elders. Older 

children take their turn, followed by teenagers. Finally master dancers, all men, appear as 

identically dressed pairs in an extensive cast that includes male and female characters as well 

as animal masks. In the example shown here, the beautifully carved masks are painted black 

with vivid blue accents (fig. 8-41). Elaborately carved and painted headdresses represent 

fancy headties worn by women and give an appearance of stately height. The faces of the 

wearers are covered but not necessarily concealed by colorful scarves, providing the illusion 

of long and graceful necks. Costumes constructed of multicolored appliqué cloths vie with 

the costumes of other maskers for magnificence. Shown at rest here, the performers dance to 

an orchestra of drums, brandishing horsetail whisks. Sounds made by iron ankle rattles repeat 

the complex rhythms as they compete for the crowd’s admiration. At last a single masquerade 

representing a deified female ancestor appears to reassure the crowd of her blessings. The 

spectacle is over. The extended two-day display has entertained the crowd, but more 

meaningfully it has pleased Our Mothers, who will now exercise their powers to bring 

success and goodness to the community. 

In the northeastern regions of Yorubaland, among the Igbomina and Ekiti Yoruba, 

maskers celebrate social roles in celebrations referred to as epa (fig. 8-42). Costumes of palm 

fronds cascade from the bottoms of brightly painted masks, and snail-shell rattles encase the 

dancers’ lower legs. The lower part of an epa mask is a large, pot-shaped form with a 

minimally represented, abstracted human face. Considered to be the actual mask, it is 

associated with mystical powers. On top of the mask sits an exuberant superstructure, which 
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represents the social role honored by the mask. Superstructures draw praise from the crowds 

and depict a range of subjects—a leopard pouncing on its prey, a warrior mounted on 

horseback and surrounded by a retinue of soldiers and praise singers, a herbalist priest, a 

hunter, a farmer, the king enveloped by his entourage, or the mother surrounded by her many 

offspring. With the orderly appearance of epa masks in performance, the various social roles 

of farmer, hunter, soldier, priest, king, and mother are established, gender roles are 

acknowledged, and cultural achievement is celebrated. 

The superstructure over the epa mask in figure 8-43 is a sculptural tour de force. The 

work of Bamgbose (died c. 1920), one of the great carvers at the turn of the twentieth 

century, it celebrates the “mother of twins,” iya beji. Bamgbose portrays the mother as a 

dignified woman holding a twin on each knee. Each twin touches the mother’s breast with 

one hand and holds a tray for receiving gifts with the other, reminding us of the begging iya’ 

beji must perform. At the base, four female figures offer gifts to the orisha who have given 

blessings to the mother. Such grand accumulations of images around a large central figure 

can be seen as visual praise poems in honor of the character, a celebration of the role played 

by that personage in the cultural organization. 

DAHOMEY 

The neighbors of the Yoruba to the west are the Fon and other Aja peoples. Oral traditions 

suggest that the Agasu, a ruling clan of the Aja, migrated from the city of Tado, in modern 

Togo, to establish the city of Allada, near the coast of the present day Benin Republic. Allada 

became the capital of Great Ardra, reaching its peak in the sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries. About 1625, a succession dispute over who should rule Ardra sent one brother to 

found the inland city of Abomey. The Agasu of Abomey merged with local groups to become 

the Fon people, and they developed the powerful centralized kingdom of Dahomey. By the 

late seventeenth century Dahomey was a major military power, raiding neighbors for slaves 

to sell through coastal middlemen to European slavers. King Agaja (ruled 1708–32) 

subjugated most of the southern coasts, and during his reign some twenty thousand slaves per 

year passed through this section of the Slave Coast. 

The kings of Dahomey were almost constantly at war with the Yoruba kingdoms to their 

east, and were forced to pay tribute to the powerful state of Oyo from 1738 to 1818. Under 

the kings Guezo (ruled 1818–58) and Glele (ruled 1858–89), Dahomey regained its power 

and established a prosperous trade in palm oil. However, the French conquered the kingdom 

at the end of the nineteenth century during the reign of Behanzin. 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 268



Royal Arts 

Like the Yoruba, the Fon used art to praise and reinforce royal authority and to address 

superhuman forces. A divination process known as fa, Fon equivalent of the Yoruba ifa, 

largely determined art forms and subject matter. The ongoing use of divination and the 

reciprocal relationship of Fa, the god of divination (Fon equivalent of Orunmila), and Legba, 

the god of change (Fon equivalent of Eshu, shortened from his full name, Eshu-Elegbara), 

worked together to make change itself an important aspect of Fon life and art. 

Upon taking the crown, a Fon king was given a unique sign that had been divined for 

him. The sign was known as his fa name or strong name. Verbal images drawn from the great 

body of oral literature surrounding that name were translated into art forms that enhanced the 

glory of the court and the magnificence of the palace. Artists in the royal city of Abomey 

were organized into palace guilds according to the medium in which they worked. Members 

of the textile workers’ guild designed pavilions, canopies, umbrellas, and banners 

embellished with symbolic appliqué designs. Metal workers constructed images of deities and 

symbols of state in iron and brass, and produced small ornamental figures and tableaus for the 

aesthetic pleasure of the elite. Wood carvers created metaphorical portraits of the king and 

symbolic sculpture based on their fa names. 

Each king had a separate palace in a sprawling complex that once covered some 190 

acres, but all were neglected when the kingdom fell to the French. Only those of Guezo and 

Glele survived and have been restored and maintained as part of the Historic Museum of 

Abomey. 

The exterior walls of the palace were ornamented with painted clay reliefs that heralded 

the exploits of the king and referred to the pantheon of gods (fig. 8-44). The example here 

illustrates an aspect of wars with neighboring Yoruba peoples during the reign of Guezo. 

Throughout Guezo’s portion of the palace images of female warriors, referred to by the 

French as Amazons, appear again and again. Here an Amazon carries a Yoruba captive, still 

armed with his bow, on her shoulder. 

Within the palace complex, tents and banners called attention to the members of the court 

and provided splendid backgrounds for festive occasions. In 1849, a European visitor to the 

court described a pavilion of crimson fabric soaring to a height of forty feet, emblazoned with 

appliqué images of human heads, bulls’ heads, skulls, and other motifs. From beneath it the 

king and dignitaries watched the proceedings as some six thousand carriers processed through 

the market and back to the palace, each carrying some portion of the king’s wealth to be 

displayed before the public. Numerous colorful umbrellas marked the places of chiefs and 
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their entourages. A faint echo of this spectacular display may be seen in the appliquéd 

hangings surrounding Agoli Agbo, the king of Dahomey who succeeded Behanzin but was 

deposed by the French (fig. 8-45). This photograph from the 1950s shows him wearing a 

silver sieve over his nose, which filters the air he breathes and gives him a feline look 

appropriate for a descendant of the leopard spirit. A royal axe or makpo, an item of regalia 

that the French called a reçade, balances on his shoulder. Both the makpo and the colorful 

cloths are emblazoned with the fa names of past kings. 

Sculptural forms, bo, were considered empowered objects in Dahomey. They were 

believed to work in conjunction with the energies of the gods, vodun, to protect against evil, 

sorcery, illness, and theft, providing power and success. Bo took various shapes. Those 

carved to represent a figural form are generically known as bocio. 

The bocio used by commoners and those used by royalty serve similar purposes, yet their 

aesthetic is markedly different. In Fon culture, things considered attractive are ornamental, 

delicate, refined, decorative, dressed, and tidy. Royal bocio reflect these ideas. The bocio of 

commoners contrast markedly with such ideals (fig. 8-46). Disorderly, rough, and 

incomplete, they seem to be concerned with an anti-aesthetic. Empowering materials, 

generally secreted inside royal bocio, are here often attached outside, in full view. Materials, 

including metal, beads, bones, hide, rags, fur, feathers, and blood, are selected for their 

physical and symbolic potency. Likewise, techniques of knotting, binding, and tying used in 

their manufacture provide both actual and metaphysical strength. Materials and techniques 

are deliberately revealed to make the object visually powerful, shocking, and astonishing. 

The grotesqueness and ugliness of such bocio are part of their strength. 

Royal bocio served to protect the king and to bolster his authority. A range of human and 

animal forms appears in royal bocio. Some animals are representations of the kings 

themselves, for Dahomean kings were said to be able to transform themselves into a variety 

of powerful animals to spy on their enemies or flee problematic situations in battle. One of 

the best-known bocio is a large anthropomorphic lion carved during the late nineteenth 

century by the artist Sosa Adede (fig. 8-47). Apparently this Jion-man, which once carried a 

sword in each hand, was dragged on a cart into battle to create an image of royal fury and 

strength. As tall as a man, brandishing weapons in a dynamic pose, the sculpture embodies 

Glele’s power, strength, and courage. Lions appear frequently in art used in Glele’s court, on 

reliefs on the walls of the palace, in royal scepters, in wooden carvings sheathed in sheet 

brass or silver, in copper staffs used in memorial shrines, and in appliqué banners, pavilions, 

and umbrellas. They draw on such phrases as “No animal displays its anger like a lion” and 

“Lion of lions,” which are embedded in the poetry composed for Glele’s fa sign. 
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Spiritually charged materials secreted within such royal bocio were believed to empower 

it, rousing the figure and giving it the ability to walk around and to speak. When not being 

carried into battle, this sculpture was kept in a temple dedicated to Gu, the god of war 

(cognate with the Yoruba god Ogun), and displayed in magnificent processions during annual 

ceremonies commemorating the royal dead. 

One of the most striking works from Abomey is a magnificent life-size iron warrior 

striding forward on long, sinewy legs and huge feet (fig. 8-48). Forged for Glele by the artist 

Akati Akpele Kendo, this bocio is known as Agoje (“watch out above”). The sculpture served 

to protect the king and his kingdom in time of war and unrest, and its massive headdress of 

iron weapons and tools refers to Gu. Like the lion-man figure, Agoje holds aloft a heroic 

sword, further recalling Gu and yet another phrase associated with Glele’s fa signs, the 

“audacious knife that gave birth to Gu.” In response to this phrase, Glele received as another 

of his strong names Basagla, the name of a special type of sword that he chose as a visual 

symbol of his reign. Images of such swords are found in many reliefs, banners, and sculptural 

forms of Glele’s court. To emphasize the connection between this bocio and the strong name 

it referred to, Glele commissioned the same Akati Akpele Kendo to forge a group of gigantic 

swords to encircle this figure while it was displayed in the palace. The swords vividly evoked 

the role of vengeance in Glele’s reign. 

Another bocio commissioned by Glele is known from drawings by European visitors and 

its depiction on textile banners that were used in the court at Abomey (fig. 8-49). Known as 

Daguesu, the bocio depicted a being with the head of a ram or buffalo (both are called agbo 

in Fon) and a human body. Dagueso invoked the Fon thunder god Hevioso, who, like his 

counterpart the Yoruba god Shango, is associated closely with the ram. The bocio 

accompanied Glele’s troops into battle, calling on Hevioso’s power to speak through the 

thunderous blaze and blast of guns. 

Many royal bocio were carved of wood and covered with thin sheets of beaten brass or 

silver (fig. 8-50). These were not taken to the battlefield but were displayed during annual 

rites for the New Year and at other state events. This silver-sheathed bocio depicts a striding 

lion that opens his great mouth in a roar to reveal sharp teeth, thus recalling a variation on 

Glele’s strong name, “the lion of lions grew teeth and fear arrived in the forest.” It was 

created for Glele by the artist Allode Huntondji during the last few years of the nineteenth 

century. 

Art and the Spirit World 
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The Fon believe that the living and the dead remain closely linked. Spirits of the departed 

must be revered by their descendants in order to continue their lives serenely in the other 

world. In return, they protect the living and grant them access to a realm of higher powers. 

An art form expressing this connection is the memorial altar, asen. Asen take the form of an 

iron staff topped with an inverted cone that supports a lid-like disk, which serves as a 

platform for brass figures. An asen made to honor the memory of Glele is crowned with an 

openwork cone of spoke-like supports (fig. 8-51). Pendant elements hang from the disk, 

which serves as a platform for a complex and enigmatic figural grouping: a dog shaded by an 

umbrella stands on the back of a horse, at whose shoulder a small bat flies. The umbrella is a 

metaphorical reference to kingship. The dog alludes to Glele’s sponsoring ancestor, whose 

patronage was arrived at through divination. The first syllable of one of the names of this 

ancestor is the same as the word “dog.” The word for “horse” alludes to the name of the 

quarter in which the ancestor lived. When the words for “dog” and “horse” are combined, 

they form the word for “bat,” whose image thus becomes a double reference to the ancestral 

sponsor and the quarter of Abomey in which he lived. Until 1900 almost all artists were in the 

employ of the royal court, and figurative asen are said to have been used exclusively in 

Abomey shrines honoring deceased members of the royal family. After the French abolished 

the court, however, wood carvers, metal workers, and textile artists sought new patrons in the 

general populace and among foreigners. The precise meanings of many hitherto royal art 

forms were diluted as they became items of trade. Asen, however, not only continued to have 

ritual meaning but proliferated in response to the patronage of commoners, who had 

previously used plain iron objects to commemorate ancestors. 

The collection of asen shown here (fig. 8-52) belongs to a single family. Each asen 

commemorates a deceased family member, and in theory every deceased family member is 

represented by an altar. A family’s asen are arranged in a one-room structure, called dehoho, 

opening onto the home’s central courtyard. Within the sacred space communion between the 

living and the dead takes place. 

Like the figures atop royal asen, figures on asen for commoners are enigmatic and can 

generally be read several ways. In fact, the Fon maintain that only the donor and the maker of 

the asen can fully interpret the mixture of messages on it. Some figures depict the deceased, 

accompanied occasionally by surviving family members. Other images may depict the fa sign 

or fa name of the deceased. Some motifs evoke values of Fon culture through references to 

deities or allusions to proverbs and praise songs. Others, like the dog on the royal asen 

discussed earlier, are meant to be read as a rebus. 

The religious traditions of the Fon have many parallels with those of the Yoruba. For 
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example, several orisha of the Yoruba have equivalents in the Fon vodun. In the Americas, 

Yoruba and Fon survivors of the Middle Passage merged these deities into the sacred beings 

described in chapter 16. On the African continent, however, their identities and attributes 

remain more distinct, and Yoruba art forms for the orisha are easily distinguishable from the 

art of the Fon, Aja, or the neighboring Ewe. 

Among the Fon, divination and the gods associated with it have inspired a variety of art 

forms. A beautiful divination board collected as early as the mid-seventeenth century in the 

Aja kingdom of Great Ardra is among the oldest of African objects in European collections 

(fig. 8-53). Its flat, plate-like surface is surrounded by a raised border (compare fig. 8-24). 

Although the design was undeniably based on Yoruba prototypes, the distinct carving style 

insinuates that an Ewe, Aja, or Fon artist carved it. The human figures reflect a sober 

rectilinear style closer to that of Ewe carving than to the humanistic forms of the Yoruba. 

The unknown artist of the board has used both symmetrical and axial balance in the 

service of a system of ideas. The board is symmetrical in its major forms, a circle centered 

within a rectangle. The stylized face carved at the upper center depicts Legba, the trickster 

messenger god. Small medicine gourds top Legba’s head in reference to his powers. Legba’s 

face is symmetrical, as are the vertical chains of cowry shells at the lower center of the 

border. The remaining border motifs, however, do not mirror each other exactly across the 

vertical axis, but rather provide interesting variations on either side, seemingly rotating them 

around the central point. Broadly carved animals, birds, and various accoutrements are 

crowded together. This radial approach to symmetry brings opposing and dissimilar objects 

into equilibrium in a way that may parallel how the dissimilar gods Fa and Legba work 

together in the lives of the Fon. Zigzag patterns decorate details of most of the images on the 

board, helping to unify the disparate motifs. 

Attention to detail and the beauty of the harmonious design suggest that a professional 

artist, likely employed by the court, carved this object. In contrast, an earthen figure of Legba 

was created with less care (fig. 8-54). Seated in a palm-leaf shrine, it seems to have been 

made more directly, almost crudely. In Fon thought, the strong object does not have to be 

beautiful or even attractive in order to work effectively. In fact, many forms used by the Fon 

show a type of roughness and inelegance that suggests the raw power associated with the 

work of the spirits they are made for. 

Paintings and decorations in vodun shrines by artists such as Cyprien Tokoudagba (born 

1939) pay respects to these deities. Initiated into the worship of Tohosu, vodun of sacred 

springs, royal ancestors, deformed children, and twins, Tokoudagba has been commissioned 

to create reliefs, sculptures, and wall paintings for vodun temples. In 1987 he was employed 
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to assist in restoring the royal palaces at Abomey. Impressed by Tokoudagba’s work, French 

curator André Magnin included it in the Paris exhibition “Magiciens de la Terre” in 1989. 

This exposure to imported materials and foreign markets encouraged Tokoudagba to paint 

vodun imagery on canvas for European collectors. His work now appears in foreign galleries 

and museums as well as in Tohosu shrines. 

One example of his acrylic paintings depicts the rainbow serpent, Dangbe Ayidohwedo 

(fig. 8-55), the vodun whose body encircles the earth to hold it up. An ellipse of primary 

colors represents the serpent’s body. The menacing horned head with hooked teeth swallows 

its own tail. Whereas this image would be immediately recognizable to passersby on the 

walls of a shrine in the Republic of Benin as a straightforward representation of a popular 

vodun, the same image seems exotic, mysterious, and even surreal in a European art gallery. 

Tokoudagba thus serves to remind us of how shifts in the context of African art can 

completely transform the ways in which it is perceived. 

Cyprien Tokoudagba participated in a festival held in the coastal city of Ouidah in 1992, 

which featured many art works inspired by the vodun. Among the other artists displaying 

their work were Theodore Dakpogan (born 1956), Calixte Dakpogan (born 1958), and their 

cousin Simonet Biokou. The Dakpogan family are blacksmiths who have served the kings of 

Porto-Novo and who honor the vodun Gu. Palace workshops, often managed by clans, were 

an important source of royal Fon arts; the Yemadje family still produces appliquéd textiles 

and the Huntondji family still works in brass and silver. 

Discarded automobiles, bicycles, and other industrial equipment provide an ever-present 

supply of scrap metal for the Dakpogan smiths for their production of household objects and 

their fantastic sculptures created for both local and foreign clients. Cakatu, created for the 

Ouidah festival and now displayed in a grove known as the Sacred Forest (fig. 8-56), depicts 

supernatural power that can be transmitted in a variety of ways and results in unbearable and 

devastating pain for its victim. The targets of such attacks supposedly feel as though their 

bodies are pierced by slivers of glass, nails, and metal fragments. Although this figure thus 

seems to perpetuate stereotypical views of one of the more sensational aspects of vodun belief 

(a concept which any American would call “voodoo”), it follows in the tradition of the bocio 

made for Fon kings, and is a more complicated object than it may appear. 

ART AND MODERNITY 

The late nineteenth century is seen by some as a time when the political, cultural, and artistic 

underpinnings of Yoruba and Fon culture were crumbling in the face of European colonial 

presence and the drastic changes it brought about in Africa. It is true that numerous art forms 
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declined in importance or ceased to be made at this time. In many ways, however, the period 

was also one of redirection and renewal, a time for exploring new possibilities. In Dahomey, 

as we have seen, artists who had been tied to the palace found new markets and modified 

their products for new patrons. Yoruba artists also found new patrons and markets. Wood 

carvers, for example, accepted commissions for works destined for Christian churches and 

governmental buildings. In addition, new materials and techniques introduced through 

contact with European culture enabled new art forms and styles. 

Brazilian Architecture 

Toward the end of the slave trade, great numbers of Yoruba were taken to the Caribbean and 

South America to work in the sugar industry. In Brazil and Cuba they became a dominant 

force in the local African cultures that developed. As slaves gained their independence, many 

Yoruba returned to West Africa. The technical knowledge brought back to the African coasts 

by these returnees increasingly spread to the other parts of the population. Their sense of 

finely finished work was admired, especially as it manifested itself in architecture. The 

architectural ideas they brought back with them changed the urban landscape in West Africa. 

Other Africans taken to Brazil were Muslim; and after winning their freedom in the New 

World they settled in Yoruba and Fon lands. During the 1890s a Muslim repatriate, 

Muhammad Shitta Bey, commissioned two mosques in Lagos. The work was entrusted to a 

Yoruba Brazilian Catholic architect, Joao Baptist Da Costa. Until its destruction in 1980, the 

Central Mosque, the second of Bey’s commissions, stood as a splendid example of the new 

Brazilian style (fig. 8-57). Da Costa drew on the architectural vocabulary of Portuguese 

Baroque colonial churches and administrative buildings he had known in Brazil. The ornate 

and dynamic style, with arches, pilasters, curves, and volutes, reaches ultimately back to 

seventeenth-century Europe, and its appearance in Africa marks the second time it crossed 

the Atlantic. Many such buildings along the coast of West Africa have been destroyed or are 

in need of repair. Even when there is a will to restore such structures, much past knowledge 

of techniques for woodwork, plastering, and decoration has been lost. 

Commercial buildings and homes were also constructed in the new style. As the Brazilian 

style caught on along the west coast of Africa and moved inland, creative variations filtered 

into vernacular architecture. In the modern portion of the palace at Ado Ekiti, in northern 

Yoruba country, a grand staircase calls attention to an entrance (fig. 8-58). Most noticeable is 

the symmetrical gateway at the top of the stairs. Here a cement openwork form is decorated 

with two heraldic lions above a group of three figures. The walkway along the upper level is 
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protected by a balustrade, some balusters replaced by ornamental cement latticework and a 

rising sun. Balusters support the staircase railing, while another cement openwork design 

takes their place on the small projecting balcony at the landing. Such features, originally 

inspired by Brazilian prototypes, gave way in some instances to figural forms and words. For 

example, the cost of construction might serve as a motif in a building’s decorative openwork. 

Pioneers of Nigerian Modernism 

By the first half of the twentieth century, art based on Western art practices appeared in 

Nigeria. One of the pioneers, Aina Onabolu (1882–1963), taught himself to paint with oils on 

canvas in the first few years of the century. Entranced by the ability of British artists such as 

Sir Joshua Reynolds to capture the outward appearance of people and objects, Onabolu 

sought to master European conventions in his portraits of influential Nigerians. Ironically, 

Onabolu’s contemporaries in Europe, Modernists such as Picasso and Matisse, were 

abandoning those conventions in favor of new approaches informed by African art. Onabolu 

was largely responsible for bringing Kenneth Murray (died 1972) to Nigeria to create a fine 

arts curriculum at King’s College in Lagos in 1927, and he encouraged younger artists to 

study Western art at home and abroad. He had an important impact upon the pioneering 

generation that included Akinola Lasekan (1916–72) and Ben Enwonwu (1918–94). 

Lasekan, an accomplished draughtsman, addressed political issues in his newspaper 

cartoons as early as the 1940s. Enwonwu, an Igbo (see chapter 9), was representative of the 

creative energy found in the teeming metropolis of Lagos, then the capital city. Here great 

numbers of Nigerians gathered to participate in a modern cultural milieu that was not so 

much Yoruba as Nigerian or African. Having studied in Lagos with Murray, Enwonwu left 

for England in 1944 to study at the Slade School of Fine Art and Goldsmiths College, and he 

attended Oxford University. He was the first Nigerian artist to win international acclaim, and 

in 1957 Queen Elizabeth II visited his studio to sit for a portrait commissioned by the colonial 

government. Although his controversial statue of the queen indicates that he was supported 

by colonizing authorities, Enwonwu was an ardent supporter of independence: 

We were fighting for the freedom of the black man all over the world including the Black 

Americans and of the diaspora. We were aware of our responsibilities, not just to our 

individual countries but to Africa as a whole.… We were all so conscious of the struggle 

against colonialism, and of nothing else. 
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Perhaps our view of the bronze sculpture Anyanwu (1961) (fig. 8-59) should be seen in the 

light of those ideas. One cast is displayed at the United Nations in New York and another at 

the Nigerian National Museum in Lagos. The title is sometimes translated as “The 

Awakening” but also as “The Rising Sun.” Produced soon after Nigeria attained 

independence, the allegorical female form may be seen as a symbol of African self-

determination. Some critics saw a pleasing contrast between the sinuous and abstracted body 

and the more naturalistic face. The headdress recalls the beaded crown of the Queen Mother 

of Benin (see fig. 9–61), adding a regal and historical reference (see chapter 9). 

Other students who worked with Murray became established artists as well, among them 

Christopher Ibeto, A. P. Umana, Uthman Ibrahim, D. L. K. Nnachi, and J. Ugoji. By 1952 an 

art school was established at Yaba Technical Institute in Lagos (now Yaba College of 

Technology). College art departments soon followed, and they in turn merged into the 

universities of the 1960s. 

Erhabor Emokpae (1934–84) studied at Yaba College and in London. He too was not 

Yoruba, but Edo. Emokpae worked in Lagos as a muralist, painter, and sculptor. Although 

some of his paintings are dramatically stark, he is best known for the elaborate mural he 

created for the Standard Bank (fig. 8-60). In keeping with the setting, the work incorporates 

images of African money, ranging from the cowries and manilas introduced into Africa 

centuries before, to modern coinage. The title Olokun refers to the Edo and Yoruba god of 

water and wealth (see fig. 9–6). 

Mbari Mbayo and Oshogbo 

National independence was a time of excitement and idealism in Nigeria. Artists who had 

been taught in universities, and artists who worked in traditional workshops, hosted African-

American and European visitors. Two of the best-known cultural explosions in Yorubaland 

were centered in the city of Oshogbo, where two groups of artists began working in the 

1960s, both inspired and supported by expatriates from Europe. 

A number of well-known Oshogbo artists developed from the Mbari Mbayo workshop, 

including Muraina, Oyelami, Adebisi Fabunmi, Twins Seven-Seven, Rufus Ogundele, Jacob 

Afolabi, and Jimoh Buraimo. Of this group, Prince Taiwo Olaniyi Oyewale-Toyeje Oyekale 

Osuntoki, better known as Prince Twins Seven-Seven, is the most colorful figure. His 

assumed name alludes to the fact that he was the last and only surviving child of seven sets of 

twins born to his mother. Sometimes referred to as a true renaissance man, Twins Seven-

Seven is an entrepreneur, a politician, a sportsman, and a singer, dancer, and bandleader 
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whose troupe has performed around the world. Like many of the Oshogbo School, Twins 

Seven-Seven does not limit himself to one medium. Best known for his paintings based on 

traditional Yoruba themes, he also draws, creates sculpture, designs textiles, and works in 

metal. 

Twins Seven-Seven creates canvases filled with fantastic images, some based on Yoruba 

myths and folktales or drawn from personal experiences and the imagination. His style is 

demonstrated in this early work in which the entire surface is covered with intricate abstract 

patterns that fill the background as well as the spaces within the outlines of the figures (fig. 8-

61). The subject matter, Healing of the Abiku Children, refers to abiku, spirits who tease 

women by being born as children but then die, only to be reborn several times more to the 

same mother. Such mothers may visit the babalawo seeking a means to bring to an end this 

seemingly endless and painful cycle of death and rebirth. Here, the mother, seated on a stool 

with her child tied to her back and another in her arms, awaits the word of the priest. 

Adebisi Akanji (born 1930s) started as a bricklayer on a 1960s project to restore the 

shrine of Osun in Oshogbo, undertaken by Austrian artist (and Yoruba priestess) Suzanne 

Wenger. Although a Muslim, Akanji was inspired to add his own relief touches to the wall 

(fig. 8-62). Here expressive relief images of orisha and human beings enliven a quasi-

architectural structure in concrete. Akanji was inspired during this period to respond to a 

competition to design an openwork balcony in the Brazilian style. Successful in the 

competition, Akanji went on to become a master of sculptural screenwork for balustrades and 

balconies. He expanded the form to create entire openwork walls, and his works were 

installed in such prestigious locations as the palace at Otun, the University of Ibadan, and the 

Nigerian Embassy in Washington, D.C. 

Yoruba women have long practiced a form of resist dyeing called adire (fig. 8-63). In 

adire, the design is painted onto the fabric using a starchy paste made from the cassava yam. 

The fabric is then dyed in a bath of indigo made of the leaves of a forest vine. The yam paste 

repels the dye, leaving the design in white against an indigo background. The pattern here is a 

traditional design called Olokun, after the sea goddess. Such adire patterns have been passed 

from mother to daughter, as have the techniques of stenciling, painting, and tying used to 

create them. 

Drawing on a heritage of textile arts in both weaving and dyeing, Oshogbo artists, both 

men and women, experimented with fabric and dye techniques. A later Oshogbo group artist, 

the textile artist Nike Davies-Okundaye (born 1951), learned textile arts and related skills 

from her family. Her great-grandmother, the iyadole or head of the women in her home town, 

practiced weaving as well as indigo adire dyeing. Davies-Okundaye was also among many 
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who worked in the theater and art groups in Oshogbo. Inspired by Georgina Beier’s 

workshops of the 1960s, she later established the “Nike Center for Arts and Culture” in 

Oshogbo in order to create jobs for young Nigerians and to encourage Nigerian women into 

the arts. Here Davies-Okundaiye and master teachers instruct students in sculpture, painting, 

embroidery, drawing, batik, adire, appliqué, and quilting. 

In her own adire and batik, Davies-Okundaye often includes a moral lesson, warning 

against the intentions of ill-willed persons or suggesting that the poor can be rich. Yoruba 

stories provide a wealth of subject matter, and although she was raised Catholic, she often 

refers to orisha (fig. 8-64). In this work, the focus of attention is centered on the sacrifice to 

Oshun, orisha of the Oshun River, balanced on the head of a woman. The central character 

brings to mind those images of bowl bearers in figures 8-27, 8-33, and 8-35, again referring 

to the efficacious spiritual role of the female worshiper. To the far left, a priest rings bells for 

the orisha, while drummers on either side beat rhythms for the goddess, who appears as an 

apparition over the drummer on the right. 

The Ona Group and Nigerian Universities 

The pioneering artists of the first half of the twentieth century were trained to a large extent at 

Yaba College or abroad. By the second half of the century a number of art departments had 

been established at universities across Nigeria, notably at Amadou Bello in Zaria, Nsukka, in 

the east, and at the University of Ife, later Obafemi Awolowo University. 

Founded at the University of Ife in Ile-Ife in 1989, the Ona group united a number of 

university-trained artists. Artists of the group grappled with the issues raised by the 

transformation of their society, which is in the process of recreating itself in response to its 

cultural roots, the colonial experience, and modern international urbanism. Their art 

consciously challenged ideas about modernism, about being African, about being modern 

artists in Africa. The Yoruba term ona refers to decoration, embellishment, design, or motif. 

As used by these artists, ona also relates to artistic vision. Many of the artists still explore the 

decorative motifs of the Yoruba past, looking to the rich history of pattern and design found 

in such Yoruba traditions as shrine painting, textile arts, and sculpture. 

The founder of the group, Moyo Okediji (born 1956), was then a professor of art at 

Obafemi Awolowo University. Holder of undergraduate and graduate degrees in art and a 

Ph.D. in art history, Okediji now teaches and has a curatorial position in Denver, Colorado, 

but he returns frequently to Ife. To establish links between his Western training in painting 

and his own cultural heritage, he has made an intensive study of the images painted by 

women on the walls of shrines. Yoruba shrine paintings are rare today, and little has been 
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recorded about them. Okediji visited shrines that his grandmother helped to paint and 

observed the painting techniques. One of the problems he assigned himself was to come to 

grips with the color palette used by Yoruba shrine artists. Following their lead, he learned to 

work with natural colors present in the environment or available in local markets. He mixed 

them with commercial binders for greater permanency. For Okediji the use of a Yoruba 

natural palette is a political statement, a conscious rejection of dependence on supplies from 

former colonial sources. In the process, he ties himself more closely to the earth and its 

products. 

Okediji used such pigments, which he calls “terrachrome,” in the large painting entitled 

Ero (fig. 8-65). The work raises issues that have to do with Yoruba ethnicity, but it also goes 

beyond such local concerns. The word ero means “propitiation.” The central image is the 

giant snail, which is used in all rituals of purification in Yoruba culture. Ceremonial objects 

are washed with snail liquid at the beginning of each year to cleanse them of all evil and 

malevolent powers to which they may have been exposed. Most Yoruba medicinal 

preparations include the liquid for its prophylactic and therapeutic qualities. The awe with 

which the snail is regarded as a magical creature is exemplified in the saying, “With neither 

arm nor leg, the snail patiently climbs even the tallest of trees.” The metaphor alludes to the 

way disadvantaged people challenge and even surmount the most difficult problems. 

Around the snail are images from the everyday lives of Africans, including some 

introduced and adopted following the colonial encounter, such as cars and bicycles. The 

painting suggests that the snail, as a purifying agent, cleans Africa of the impurities and 

maladies resulting from colonial contact and contamination. 

Another Ile-Ife artist, Agbo Folarin (born 1936), holds graduate degrees in both fine arts 

and architecture. He has also designed sets and costumes for films, Olympic Games 

performances, and theatrical productions. In the tradition of such Yoruba masters as Olowe of 

Ise, and like the Oshogbo school artist Akanji, Folarin produces sculptural works that become 

part of an architectural structure, creating shapes in fiberglass, aluminum, steel, or copper, 

riveting or welding them together. 

Figures involved in student protest, soccer, netball, calisthenics, and weight training 

parade across the large-scale, riveted aluminum screen Folarin created at Obafemi Awolowo 

University, where he teaches (fig. 8-66). Perhaps recalling figural compositions on door 

panels created by Yoruba masters of the past, they demonstrate that although the subject is 

modern and the techniques are foreign, Folarin is able to create an art that melds the Yoruba 

past and present. 
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Contemporary artists in Lagos 

Lagos is not only the largest city in Africa; it is still the cultural center of Nigeria. As in the 

years after independence, it is a place of innovation. Urban planners look to Lagos, with its 

flourishing informal sector and a population that survives in spite of inconceivable problems, 

as a twenty-first-century megapolis. While many Yoruba maintain their identity as a 

distinctive ethnic group in the metropolitan region of Lagos, they interact with a huge 

population of foreigners and people from almost all the ethnic groups in Nigeria, providing 

an astonishing cultural environment and contributing to the reinforcement of the 

cosmopolitan nature of the city, 

One of the artists working in this multiethnic milieu is J. D. ‘Okhai Ojeikere (born 1930). 

Ojeikere has worked as a photographer for the government and for an advertising agency, and 

now is head of his own photographic studio. In 1968, when he was employed by the Nigerian 

Arts Council’s Festival of Visual Arts, he decided to document the intricate, stunning 

hairstyles popular in Nigeria at the time. He has produced about a thousand black and white 

photographs of women’s hair arranged for traditional ceremonies or styled by experts in 

Nigeria’s beauty salons (fig. 8-67). 

Among the Yoruba, coiffure reinforces the importance of and emphasis on the head as the 

seat of the individual’s spiritual being, the inner head. Yoruba women regard dressing the 

hair as a mark of honor to the inner head as well as an important social signifier that indicates 

possibly her marital status, her state of mind, or some important occasion. Yoruba women 

grow their hair long and work it into complicated crown-like designs not only to honor the ori 

inu but also to enhance their physical beauty. This photograph by Ojeikere seems to 

document a hairstyle that would exemplify these social, aesthetic, and philosophical ideals 

For Ojeikere, these photographs of glorious crowns serve as a documented memory of the 

past and a witness to a culture in constant evolution. The images that Ojeikere carefully 

recorded over three decades not only predate many of the scholarly studies of the distinctive 

art form of hair sculpture, but underscore the ever-changing nature of the form. As Ojeikere 

says, “All these hairstyles are ephemeral. I want my photographs to be noteworthy traces of 

them. I always wanted to record moments of beauty, moments of knowledge. Art is life. 

Without art, life would be static.” 

Contemporary Art in the Republic of Cotonou 

The contemporary art scene in Cotonou, the modern capital of Benin, has been somewhat 

modest in comparison to Lagos. The universities of the Republic of Benin have produced art 

graduates, but many fewer than those coming from Nigerian universities. In fact, Benin’s 
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most famous artist never studied art at the university level. Georges Adéagbo (born 1942) 

completed a two-year law course in Côte d’Ivoire and continued his studies in France, before 

returning to Benin in 1971. Living in a Cotonou neighborhood, Adéagbo began to cover the 

surfaces of the courtyards and streets with hundreds of found objects, with pages from books, 

and with passages from his own writing. The objects were selected and arranged in 

accordance to Adéagbo’s views of philosophy and political science, but the finished art works 

are not easy to interpret (fig. 8-68). 

Adéagbo has suffered conflict with his family and has endured bouts of mental illness. 

Foreign critics thus see Adéagbo as a troubled individual, an archetypical artist, driven to 

create fantastic scenes in response to inner desires. African artists who have trained in 

academic institutions or been apprenticed to demanding masters in community-based 

workshops do not share these views of artistic experience, and find Adéagbo’s position much 

more difficult to understand. Western critics use the terms “assemblage,” “installation,” and 

“site-specific sculpture” to describe his work, but those concepts arise from a series of 

experiments by modern and postmodern artists in the West, and they have no direct 

equivalent in Benin. Publications about the artist address issues of current interest but do not 

address how the artist himself would describe his work. 

In 1993, a French curator visited Adéagbo’s home and photographed what he saw. Since 

then, Adéagbo has prepared installations in Venice and won numerous awards. Collectors and 

curators have reconstituted his art for expositions in Geneva, London, Copenhagen, 

Johannesburg, Sao Paolo, Philadelphia, and Houston. Although Adéagbo’s work is intensely 

personal, and although it fits comfortably within the quirky postmodern art world of the 

twenty-first century, some of its underlying ideas (such as the play of word and image) draw 

upon Fon royal arts of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, while the accumulation of 

mysterious, powerful objects can be linked to the shrines of vodun. 
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8 The Yoruba and the Fon 

THE YORUBA ARE PERHAPS THE most urban of all African groups. By the eleventh century AD, 

what they consider to be their founding city, Ile-Ife, was a thriving metropolis, the center of 

an influential city-state. Over the ensuing centuries, numerous city-states evolved, all 

claiming descent from Ile-Ife. This urban tradition continues to the present day, when Yoruba 

cities may number in the hundreds of thousands. The Yoruba peoples of south-western 

Nigeria and southern Benin did not consider themselves a single group in the past. The term 

“Yoruba” was first used to describe people of the Oyo kingdom, which once dominated most 

of the region. British colonizers noted similarities of language and culture among those 

peoples tracing descent from Ile-Ife and referred to all of them as Yoruba. 

To the west of the Yoruba, in the Republic of Benin and Togo, live the Fon and their 

relatives, the Ewe and the Popo, collectively called the Aja. According to tradition, the 

dynasties of Aja kingdoms originated in Tado, located in what is today Togo. Legend claims 

a Tado princess had union with a leopard spirit and gave birth to Agasu, whose descendants 

founded the kingdoms of Ardra and Dahomey. Tado may have developed as early as the 

twelfth or thirteenth century, Ardra by the sixteenth century, and Dahomey by the 

seventeenth century. 

Fon traditions claim close relationships to the Yoruba, and some versions of Aja origin 

stories claim that the first Tado king was Yoruba. Although Yoruba and Fon cultures are 

distinct from each other, they have interacted for centuries through both trade and warfare. 

The Fon share many elements of Yoruba culture, including the institution of centralized 

kingship, a system of divination for communicating with the spirit world, and a similar 

pantheon of gods and spirits. Artistic influence has also flowed from the Yoruba to the Fon. 

EARLY IFE 

In Yoruba mythology the city of Ile-Ife is “the navel of the world,” where creation took place 

and the tradition of kingship began. There the gods Oduduwa and Obatala descended from 

heaven to create earth and its inhabitants. Oduduwa himself became the first ruler, oni, of Ile-

Ife. To this day Yoruba kings trace ancestry to Oduduwa. 

The largest and most coherent body of artistic and archaeological evidence for the proto-

Yoruba culture of early Ile-Ife dates roughly between AD 1000 and 1400, an era known as the 

Pavement period. Numerous finds predate these centuries, however, and there is evidence 

that the site was occupied by at least the eighth century AD. While little is known about these 

earlier centuries, scholars have proposed two broad periods of development, an Archaic 

period, to about AD 800, and a Pre-Pavement period, from about AD 800 to 1000. 
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Archaic and Pre-Pavement Periods 

Among the most remarkable works surviving from the Archaic period are a number of stone 

monoliths. A dramatic granite gneiss monolith known as Opa Oranmiyan, the largest of these, 

set with spiral-headed iron nails in a trident pattern, rises over eighteen feet (fig. 8-2). There 

is no way to know exactly what the monolith represents. Its name, meaning “the staff of 

Oranmiyan,” dates from recent times. Mythical son of the god Oduduwa, Oranmiyan is 

associated with the founding of the dynasties of both the kingdom of Benin (see chapter 9) 

and the Yoruba city-state of Oyo. 

In contrast to the abstract, radically simplified forms of Archaic sculpture, Pre-Pavement 

figures depict human and animal subjects in more naturalistic styles. One of the most famous 

Pre-Pavement works is known to present-day inhabitants of Ile-Ife as Idena, “gatekeeper” 

(fig. 8-3). Exaggerated columnar legs provide a stable base for the bare-chested male figure 

standing with its hands clasped at the waist. Spiral-headed iron nails embedded in the head 

suggest the texture of hair while linking the figure back to the iron-and-stone works of the 

Archaic period. The heavy collar of beads, the bracelets, and the intricately tied wrapper 

suggest a person of high rank. 

Pavement Period 

During the eleventh century Ile-Ife blossomed into a substantial urban center. Beginning in 

the thirteenth century, as rivalry between neighboring city-states intensified, Ile-Ife fortified 

itself with a defensive moat and earthen ramparts. Intermittent warfare between city-states 

continued into the nineteenth century and is probably in part responsible for the Yoruba 

cultural pattern of living in densely populated, walled cities surrounded by radiating 

farmlands. 

Excavations suggest that early Ile-Ife was laid out in an orderly plan (fig. 8-4). Like most 

Yoruba cities it was roughly circular, with the palace at the center. Two concentric systems of 

walls surrounded the city. Near the palace, but also sprinkled throughout the city, were 

shrines to the deities. Major roads radiated outward, linking Ile-Ife to neighboring cities. 

Marked by a large gateway that likely housed guards, each opening in the moat and wall 

complex was both a military post and a ritually consecrated space. 

The basic unit of architecture seems to have been a square or rectangular courtyard 

surrounded by a veranda. Most homes would have been formed of several such courtyards, 

while the palace probably had great numbers of them. At least one palace courtyard of great 

size accommodated a large portion of the population for ceremonies. The most important 
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courtyards in palaces, shrines, and gateways were decorated with elaborate mosaic pavements 

of stone and pottery shards (fig. 8-5). 

Paved courtyards were sacred spaces. The semi-circular voids at the top and bottom of the 

diagram indicate where raised altars made of packed earth would have stood, their sides 

inlaid with shard mosaic designs. Ritually buried pottery has been recovered from such 

courtyards. One courtyard yielded fourteen buried pots set into the earth along the 

pavement’s border and fitted with lids depicting the heads of various animals (fig. 8-6). The 

ram’s head, at the left, wears a royal crown, suggesting that the animal served as a metaphor 

for kingly power. Other animals such as the elephant, leopard, or what may be a 

hippopotamus on the pot at the right, may also refer metaphorically to the oni, for they too 

wear elaborate beaded headdresses with a royal crest and forehead pendant. 

A single vessel was often set into the center of the courtyard, its position emphasized, as 

in figure 8-5, by a circular arrangement of stones and shards around the protruding neck. One 

of the most interesting of these vessels to have been recovered is shown in figure 8-7. Typical 

of such vessels, the bottom was broken prior to its burial so that libations poured into it 

penetrate directly into the earth. Decorations in relief depict a series of eight undoubtedly 

potent symbols, similar to symbols found on fragments of other vessels. Among them is an 

altar or shrine such as those that probably stood in the semicircular spaces framed by the 

courtyard pavement. A snake, whose sinuous body moves over the shoulder of the vessel, 

hovers over the altar. Just to the right, two human legs project from a basket, suggesting 

sacrifice. Next to the basket, a pair of carved blades connected by a cord loop around a knob. 

Barely visible is a tall drum. The circular form to the left seems to represent a curved rod, its 

ends slightly overlapping. Next to the rod, a pair of horns connected by a cord loop around a 

knob. 

Perhaps the most intriguing image on the pot is the altar. Enclosed by posts supporting a 

roof of palm fronds, it is set with three sculpted heads. The central head is in a fully 

naturalistic style, while the flanking works are abstract. Both styles closely resemble works 

that have been found at Ife and allow us to assume that these seemingly disparate styles were 

created concurrently and served similar purposes. 

As the descendant of Oduduwa, the oni of Ile-Ife was viewed as a god-king. Confined to 

the palace, his life was lived as a continuous set of rituals. Much of the art of ancient Ile-Ife 

was probably created for the royal court, including figures that may have been intended as 

portraits of rulers, officials, and their families. The naturalistic style of Pavement period 

sculpture is beautifully illustrated by the terracotta head in figure 8-8. The most elaborate 

terracotta head thus far found, it depicts a queen wearing a complex crown with five tiers of 
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beads. A row of feathers projects over the serene face. The crest that once adorned the front 

of the crown has broken off, leaving evidence of a circular pendant on the forehead. Traces of 

pigment suggest that the sculpture was once painted in bright colors. Many of the terracotta 

heads discovered at Ife are complete works in themselves and were destined for use on altars, 

as the vessel in figure 8-7 makes clear. The way the neck is broken on this head, however, 

indicates that it once formed part of a larger, perhaps complete figure. 

In modeling the face, the artist has faithfully rendered the way flesh and muscle lie over 

bone, yet this closely observed naturalism embraces a marked degree of idealism as well. 

Many parts of the anatomy are noticeably stylized, especially the lips, eyes, and ears. This 

restrained, idealized naturalism is characteristic of the early centuries of Pavement period 

sculpture, which became freer and more expressive in later centuries. We do not yet know 

exactly what to make of such images of women who wear crowns such as this or who are 

shown in other works of art. Some Yoruba kingdoms’ “kings lists” include women as rulers 

and, in more recent times, some kingdoms have royal positions that are specifically for 

women. 

A typical example of the abstract Pavement period style is the cylindrical head illustrated 

here (fig. 8-9). Two holes suffice for eyes, a simple wedge-shaped cut indicates the mouth, 

and rounded horn-like knobs sprout from the top. The simultaneous use of two such radically 

different styles may reflect the need to embody two quite different ideas. The inner head, ori 

inu, and the outer head, ori ode, are important concepts in Yoruba thought. The terms reflect 

complementary spheres of being. The inner head is spiritual and invisible. Perceivable only 

through the imagination, it embodies a person’s spiritual and true being. The outer head is the 

physical entity perceived through the senses. The terracotta heads of early Ife are thought to 

embody this duality, with the abstract style depicting an inner, spiritual reality and the 

naturalistic style depicting the outer, physical reality. An altar such as the one depicted on the 

vase in figure 8-7 may have been used in blessing the inner head of the king, a custom that 

survives in present-day Yoruba courts. 

Pavement period artists also produced works in cast metal. While these sculptures are 

often spoken of as bronzes, most were created from alloys of zinc, lead, and copper more 

properly classified as brass. A few are almost pure copper. Although some recent scholars 

argue that copper may have reached Ife from deposits located less than a thousand miles 

away, we do know that metals were obtained through trans-Sahara trade networks that 

extended to northwest Africa and even tapped into routes that continued to central Europe. 

Cast by the lost-wax process (see Aspects of African Cultures: Lost-Wax Casting, p. 

234), these sculptures show the same idealized naturalism as the early Pavement period 
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terracotta heads, and thus were probably produced during the same centuries. 

The life-size brass head shown here stands on a cylindrical neck (fig. 8-10). As on the 

terracotta head earlier, the eyes, lips, and ears are stylized according to ideal models. Yet the 

features are still strongly individualized, and the head may well have been intended as a 

portrait. The face bears the vertical striations found on many terracotta and brass heads at Ile-

Ife. While these markings are often thought to represent scarification, the Yoruba in recent 

times have not been known to use this particular scarification pattern, and it is entirely 

possible that the striations are purely an aesthetic device. 

Holes along the hairline were probably used to attach headgear, most plausibly a crown. 

Other heads feature holes along the lower part of the face, just above the jawline and across 

the upper lip, perhaps for attaching facial hair to heighten the effect of realism. More 

probably, however, they allowed a beaded shield to be attached, which hid the lower portion 

of the face. The custom of veiling a sacred ruler to protect him from the gaze of his profane 

subjects is found in many African societies. Yoruba kings in more recent times have held a 

fan over the mouth when eating or speaking and have hidden their faces during public 

appearances behind a beaded veil that falls like fringe from the rim of the crown. 

Aspects of African Cultures 

Lost-Wax Casting 

The lost-wax casting process, still in use today, was first employed in the ancient Near East 

during the fourth millennium BC. The technique was used early in China, and subsequently 

passed along as well to the many overlapping civilizations that ringed the Mediterranean, 

including Kemet. Although copper was cast in the southern Sahara by the seventh century BC, 

the earliest evidence for the process south of the Niger River is from the tenth-century site of 

Igbo-Ukwu. 

The drawings below illustrate the steps used by sculptors in Benin. A heat-resistant core 

of clay is formed, approximating the shape of the sculpture-to-be. This core is then covered 

with a layer of wax, which the sculptor models, carves, and incises. Wax rods and a wax cup 

are attached to the base of the completed wax model to prepare it for casting. A thin layer of 

finely ground liquid clay is painted on the wax model, and the entire assembly is then 

covered with increasingly thick layers of clay. When the clay is completely dry, the assembly 

is heated to melt out the wax, leaving an empty image or mold of the sculpture for the molten 

metal to fill, and channels where the wax rods have been to allow the metal to be poured in. 

The mold is turned upside down to receive the molten metal, which is generally a copper 

alloy approximating brass. When the metal has cooled, the outer clay casing and inner clay 
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core are broken up and removed, freeing the brass sculpture. After the pouring channels are 

filed off, the image is ready for final polishing. A sculpture produced with this method is 

unique, for the mold is destroyed in the process. HMC 

Four large holes appear around the base of the neck. Like their terracotta counterparts, 

brass heads may have been placed on altars. The holes at the bottom of the neck may also 

have allowed the head to be attached to a carved wooden body, thus creating a full figure. A 

number of Yoruba funeral rites witnessed during the early twentieth century included an 

effigy of the deceased, and such ceremonies in early Ife may similarly have included effigies 

(see fig. i, p. 10). It has also been suggested that the heads served as mounts for displaying 

crowns during annual rites of renewal and purification when the ruler’s inner head was 

blessed. 

While many of the terracotta heads found at Ife originally formed part of a larger figure, 

most of these have survived only in fragments. A worker digging a road to an Ife shrine 

unearthed a particularly intriguing sculpture. It may depict a king and queen (or queen 

mother), or two allied rulers, or deified royal ancestors such as Obatala and his consort, 

Yemoo (fig. 8-11). The brass, barely one-sixteenth of an inch thick, attests to the skill of the 

craftsmen who cast it. While detailed, the proportions of the figures with their oversized 

heads are not naturalistic, further emphasizing the conceptual nature of Ife sculpture. Each 

wears beaded collars, necklaces, bracelets, anklets, and a crown of beads, not unlike that in 

figure 8-8, all connoting royal position. The male figure hooks his index fingers together in a 

symbolic gesture, while the female figure locks her arm through his. Their legs entwine. We 

may never learn the precise meanings of these gestures. The combined figures representing 

male and female possibly allude to the interdependence of male and female, an idea of 

importance in the art and thinking among the Yoruba peoples today, many of whom claim 

descent from Ile-Ife. 

The most remarkable of all Pavement period sculpture was found some 120 miles away in 

a shrine on the banks of the Niger River near Tada (fig. 8-12). Dated to around AD 1300 and 

cast in almost pure copper, the figure is distinguished by its relaxed asymmetrical pose, the 

palpable sense of weight conveyed by rounded fleshy forms, and the more naturalistic 

proportions of head to body. The face wears an attentive and dignified expression. A 

patterned wrapper around the waist falls over the thighs and is fixed on the left hip with an 

elaborate tie. 

How this extraordinary work came to be in Tada is a subject for speculation. It may have 

been sent from Ife as a token of authority, and may thus mark a boundary of Ife’s influence at 

a certain moment. It may also have been carried off as a trophy of war. The sculpture is one 
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of eight metal figures found around Tada and nearby Jebba Island. According to oral histories 

of the Nupe people, the present-day inhabitants of the region, the works were stolen from 

Idah, the capital of the Igala people, by the Nupe folk hero Tsoede. During the sixteenth 

century the Nupe were in fact involved in wars with the Yoruba city-state of Oyo, which was 

then extending its boundaries. Oyo claimed close ties with Ife, and it may well be that the 

statue was taken by the Nupe from Oyo. As many as four different styles are represented by 

the eight works, supporting the theory that they were imported into the area from various 

sources. The variety of styles also suggests that casting technology was known outside Ife, 

though these other ancient casting centers remain to be discovered. 

In view of the widespread use of masks and masquerades in African art, the discovery of 

masks at Ile-Ife is particularly fascinating. Two masks are known, one of terracotta, the other, 

shown here, cast in pure copper (fig. 8-1). Copper is exceedingly difficult to cast, and the 

flawless casting of this mask is a tribute to the high level of technical skill attained by Ife 

artists. The mask is said to represent Obalufon II, the third ruler of Ife, who is credited with 

introducing the techniques of casting. Narrow slits below the eyes suggest that the mask was 

made to be worn. Holes along its back were likely used to attach a costume. The work is kept 

on an altar in the palace of the present-day oni of Ife, where it is believed to have resided 

since its creation some five hundred to seven hundred years ago. 

EARLY OWO 

The city of Owo lies about eighty miles to the southeast of Ile-Ife. In centuries past it was a 

powerful city-state whose influence extended over a broad area. Owo traditions maintain that 

the kingdom was founded from Ife and that the first ruler, oba or olowo, was the youngest 

son of Oduduwa. Archaeological evidence suggests strongly that Owo indeed had material 

ties to Ife. 

Excavations have unearthed a number of terracotta sculptures, some of which were 

concentrated in an area that may have served as a storehouse for important shrine objects. 

The figures have been dated to the early fifteenth century, making them roughly 

contemporaneous with the Pavement period in Ife art. Some of the Owo terracottas share 

characteristics with those from Ife, including idealized naturalism and vertical striations on 

the face. Some, on the other hand, seem to be in a distinct style, while still others reflect 

contact with the kingdom of Benin to the south (see chapter 9). 

The fragment of a male figure shown here consists of a carefully modeled head placed on 

a more coarsely treated body (fig. 8-13). The face differs from those of Ife in that the eyes are 
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more widely spaced and the corners of the lips are pressed firmly into the cheeks. The pose is 

dynamic, with the arms raised to the chest. Jewelry includes a complex necklace of beads and 

tassels, large bracelets covering the forearms, and a band of beads at the waist. 

Sacrifice is a persistent theme in the early art of Owo. A great variety of sacrificial 

offerings are depicted—a chicken carried under an arm, for example, or an animal head 

proffered by two hands. Sacrifice was and is an integral part of Yoruba religious practices. In 

the past, no sacrifice was considered too costly if it brought peace and prosperity. To this end, 

it was sometimes necessary to make human sacrifice. Since it was forbidden to sacrifice a 

native of one’s own town, strangers or slaves taken in war would be offered to the deity. 

Among the most remarkable of Owo sacrificial representations is a terracotta sculpture 

depicting a basket of decapitated heads, strangers who had been given as a precious gift to 

one of the gods (fig. 8-14). 

Owo stories of origin maintain that the first olowo was not only the son of Oduduwa but 

also the brother of the ruler of Benin. The cultural and artistic traditions of Owo and Benin 

have clearly been intertwined for centuries. A strong overlay of Benin tradition is apparent in 

Owo, and Benin was receptive to Owo styles and forms. Early Owo was a major ivory 

carving center, and some objects once attributed to Benin are now believed to have been 

made in Owo itself or by Owo carvers working in Benin. 

The ivory sword shown here is of obvious Owo manufacture (fig. 8-15). It is an 

udamalore, a prestigious type of ceremonial weapon still worn by the olowo and high-ranking 

leaders in important festivals. The sword indicates that the wearer is from a respected family, 

that he is a man of maturity and influence, whose power is felt throughout the kingdom. 

Although an udamalore can be made of a number of materials such as iron, brass, or bead-

covered wood, the most prestigious material is ivory. Such swords are worn by high-ranking 

chiefs today when they salute the king in festivals such as igogo, which reenacts events in the 

life of an early queen of Owo. 

A pair of bracelets from Owo demonstrates the skills of Owo artists (fig. 8-16). Carved 

from a single piece of ivory, each bracelet consists of interlocking cylinders. The outer 

cylinder is an openwork configuration of symbolic representations of sacrificial rams’ heads 

and crocodiles. Serpent forms issuing from the noses of rams’ heads link the two primary 

elements into an elaborate design. Inside this cylinder, a smaller cylinder is locked by means 

of a relief carving of a catfish, which allows the inner element to move slightly to the left or 

right. The surface of the inner cylinder is decorated with bands created by holes pierced 

through it, producing an almost lacey appearance. The top and bottom of each armlet once 

had numerous spherical ivory jangles that clattered as the chief who wore it danced before the 
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king. Such ornate status objects helped differentiate titled leaders from lesser personalities. 

They were worn with ostentatious costumes that called attention to the wearers, underscoring 

their aristocratic lineage and the authority they had been granted by the olowo. 

ESIE 

While archaeology, oral histories, and cultural continuity have helped scholars gain some 

insight into the art and history of Ife and Owo, many other aspects of the Yoruba past remain 

shrouded in mystery. Such is the case with the largest group of stone figures ever found in 

West Africa, a mass of over one thousand works that until recently stood in a field outside the 

town of Esie, sixty-two miles north of Ile-Ife. The imposing personage in figure 8-17 sits 

with hands firm on his knees. An ornate coiffure, necklaces, and armlets indicate high status. 

Such elegance is typical of hundreds of figures that once littered the ground of the sacred 

precincts. Esie carvings range in height from a few inches to several feet. Some depict 

animals, but the majority portray individuals, both male and female, often with elaborate 

coiffures or ostentatious headgear. Many are seated. Some play musical instruments, while 

others carry weapons. Such attributes suggest that the figures represent dignitaries, perhaps 

royalty. Intriguingly, numerous facial types and scarification patterns are portrayed, 

suggesting that the personages are drawn from diverse cultures. The distinctive style of the 

works and the high level of artistic development suggest they were made by a group of 

people who were socially stable and politically organized. 

The present-day inhabitants of Esie, a Yoruba people who arrived from Old Oyo during 

the fifteenth or sixteenth century, claim to have had nothing to do with making the images or 

with moving them to the site. Several stories have arisen to try to explain their presence. One 

tells how people from various distant lands came together in search of a place to stay. A 

misunderstanding with the ruler of Esie sent them in a state of rage back to their camp on the 

outskirts of town, where they were turned to stone by a Yoruba deity. 

Researchers are at a loss as to how to explain the origins of the figures. Some attempt to 

link the figures with the former capital of the Oyo Empire. Others think there may be links to 

Ile-Ife. Still others suggest local origin, and stone sculpture has recently been found at other 

Igbomina Yoruba sites. Locally available stone seems to have been used in their manufacture. 

Today housed in a museum on the site, the stone figures continue to play an important 

role in the religious beliefs of the local people, who view them as the owners of the land, 

overseers of general welfare, and providers of fertility. A priest continues to watch over the 

figures even in the context of a museum setting. 
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RECENT YORUBA ARTS 

After the early splendors of Ife and Owo, a series of horrific civil wars led to the deaths or the 

enslavement of vast numbers of the Yoruba, the Fon, and their neighbors. During this dark 

period, their homelands became known by Europeans as the Slave Coast. Only the abolition 

of the transatlantic slave trade in the early nineteenth century allowed Yoruba kingdoms to 

regain stability. By the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century, a wide range of 

objects, forms, art styles, and art events had developed in a number of Yoruba centers. Some 

of the art forms were found throughout Yorubaland, while others were purely local. Although 

art production in this region had changed significantly by the twenty-first century, some 

Yoruba artists continue to create works to underscore the leadership systems of the royal 

court and the society of elders known as Ogboni, or to address the spirit world and facilitate 

communication between the humans and the realm of gods and spirits. 

Royal Arts 

Much of the art produced in the Yoruba region calls attention to the king and his court. As a 

visible symbol of the deity, the king is the high priest of the community. Although Yoruba 

kings are free to appear in public today, in the past they were confined to the palace, making 

public appearances only when the welfare of the state required them to participate in public 

ceremonies. Even in those instances, the individual who held the office was not really seen, 

for royal garb concealed his identity, emphasizing instead his mysterious, sacred nature. 

The king shown in figure 8-18, Ariwajoye I, oba of the Igbomina Yoruba, wears and 

carries a number of references to his position as sacred descendant of Oduduwa. Bead 

embroidery is normally reserved for the oba. The beadwork on the king’s robe, on the 

cushion that elevates his feet above the earth, on the tall staff in his right hand, and on the 

intricate crown signals that this is the sacred ruler, descendant of gods. 

The crown is the foremost attribute of the sacred king. Yoruba crowns are made of a 

wickerwork cone covered with stiff fabric or canvas. Glass trade beads are strung and 

attached to cover the entire surface in boldly colored designs. The beaded fringe veil, the 

prime symbol of kingship, is supposed to be worn only by those kings who can trace their 

lineages to Oduduwa. In fact, legal cases have challenged the rights of certain kings to wear 

the beaded crown. In the past, the sanctity of his very existence prevented the king’s being 

seen by ordinary people, and the fringe protected him from the gaze of the profane when he 

made public appearances. 

Three tiers of abstracted faces (their staring eyes clearly discernible) decorate the body of 

the crown. Depicting royal ancestors, ultimately Oduduwa, they refer to the mystic union of 

the living king with his deified predecessors. As delegate of the ancestors, the king relies on 
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their wisdom and powers. The multiplicity of faces alludes to the all-seeing nature of 

ancestors and spirits and thus to the role of the king whose supernatural vision allows him 

access to such authority. 

Attached between the faces are small, three-dimensional beaded birds. A larger beaded 

bird ornamented with actual tail feathers tops the crown. Birds are another important element 

on Yoruba crowns. The great bird at the top is said by some to represent the egret, the bird of 

decorum, a symbol of orderliness and settler of disputes. Others suggest it is the paradise 

flycatcher, a royal signifier whose tail sports extremely long feathers, or the pigeon, a symbol 

of victory and political power. Still others see the birds as a reference to the special powers of 

“night people” such as Osanyin priests, Ifa priests, even the king himself, all of whom must 

ingest a secret substance in order to work either with or against mystical powers described as 

sorcery, or witchcraft. In some regions of Yorubaland, such birds are references to “Our 

Mothers,” a collective term for all female ancestors, female deities, and elderly living 

women. “Our Mothers” are believed to have special powers and to be able to transform 

themselves into birds of the night. Kings cannot rule unless they are able to control or 

counteract the powers of such beings. References to witchcraft and similar manipulations of 

power appear in popular Nigerian culture as well as in Yoruba royal arts, and characters 

labelled as witches are the wicked protagonists of many television shows and videos catering 

to Yoruba audiences today. 

When the king wears the sacred fringed crown, his being is modified. His outer head is 

covered by the crown, and his inner head becomes one with the sacred authority and power, 

ashe, of the ancestors. He cannot touch the earth, and thus stands on a mat or cloth. Seated in 

state, his feet rest on a decorative cushion or footstool. His own face disappears behind the 

veil, and the faces of the royal ancestors stare out instead. It is the vision of dynasty that is 

emphasized rather than the individual who wears the crown. 

The king dwells in the afin, the royal palace. The most imposing architectural structure in 

a Yoruba city, the afin is also the site of the most sacred worship and celebrations. As in early 

Ife, the palace stands in the center of the city, and all roads lead to it. The king’s market, 

usually the most important market in town, lies at its door. An afin consists of numerous 

courtyards of varying sizes, most surrounded by verandahs. Steep roofs, once thatched, are 

today covered with corrugated steel. 

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, artists fashioned wonderful objects to 

enhance the splendor of the palace, record the exploits of the kings and chiefs, and display 

religious symbols and metaphors to the public. In making such commissions, kings 

historically sought the most skillful artists from their own realms and beyond. The best artists 
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achieved the title are, which literally means “itinerant,” suggesting that they moved from 

kingdom to kingdom accepting work from a number of patrons. 

One such artist was Olowe of Ise (died 1938), one of the best-known Yoruba sculptors of 

the twentieth century. Praise poetry still chanted in his memory calls him “the leader of all 

carvers,” one who carves the hard wood of the iroko tree “as though it were as soft as a 

calabash.” Olowe was born during the nineteenth century in Efon-Alaiye, famed as a center 

of carving. He grew up in Ise, to the southeast. Over the course of his career he produced 

doors, posts, chairs, stools, tables, bowls, drums, and ritual objects for palaces and shrines in 

the kingdoms of Ijesa and Ilesha, and in various smaller kingdoms of the Akoko region of 

Yorubaland. 

Between 1910 and 1914 Olowe worked at the palace of the king, ogoga, of Ikere, in 

northeastern Yorubaland. The ogoga was probably familiar with the works that Olowe had 

carved for the palace at Ise and wanted to make his own afin equally magnificent. Among the 

works Olowe created at Ikere are three verandah posts that once stood in the courtyard in 

which the ogoga sits in state for ritual and ceremonial occasions (fig. 8-19). The central 

group, a freestanding sculpture only appearing to serve as a post, represents a king seated in 

state. A woman kneels before him. To his immediate left a palace servant carries a fan; to his 

right a herald blows a whistle. Behind his throne stands a tall and stately queen, whose bulk 

frames his figure when the grouping is seen frontally. Compared to his queen, the king is 

quite small. Seated on his throne, his feet dangle in mid-air. By adjusting the scale of his 

figures, Olowe evokes two concepts. The first is that the power of a Yoruba king is not in his 

physical stature but in the mystical powers that he derives from his royal ancestors. These 

powers reside in the crown, which dominates the composition. Repeating textured bands, 

ancestral faces, and an enormous bird whose beak touches the crown just above the central 

ancestral face all draw our attention to the crown, whose carefully textured surface contrasts 

with the more plainly carved form of the king. 

The second concept Olowe evokes is the power of women. The imposing bird atop the 

crown concedes that the king relies on forces that women control. The large, physically 

imposing figure of the queen, painted a startling blue, also alludes to the supporting power of 

women. Although the power of the king is overt, that of women is hidden. The king and all 

creation rely on the energies that women command. 

Two weight-bearing posts flank and face the central group. To the right, another queen, 

wearing an elaborate coiffure, presents her twin children. To the left, a warrior on horseback 

approaches, holding a cutlass in one hand and a spear in the other. A European gun rests at 

his waist. A small herald to his side announces him with a Y-shaped whistle. The horse is the 
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most profound of his attributes, for it is symbolic of great cavalries in the days of Yoruba 

warfare. The secret powers of dynasty, the military might of men, and the hidden and 

reproductive energies of women are all evoked in this set of posts. 

Olowe also produced a door for the same courtyard (fig. 8-20). A remarkable example of 

palace art, it depicts the ogoga’s reception in 1897 of Captain Ambrose, the British 

Commissioner of Ondo Province. Each of the door’s two vertical panels is divided into five 

registers. In the foreground, figures carved in high relief carry out the action of the story; the 

backgrounds are carved in low relief and the patterns are picked out in color. On the left, in 

the second register from the top, the king is shown seated on his throne, wearing his great 

crown, his senior wife standing behind him. The registers above and below depict other 

wives, palace attendants, and slaves. To the right, in the corresponding register, Captain 

Ambrose sits rather uncomfortably in a litter carried by porters. His retinue fills the other 

registers—an equestrian figure, porters with loads on their heads, and shackled prisoners also 

bearing loads. The contrast between the two panels may be a conscious comment on Yoruba 

and European ways. On the left, free people go about everyday tasks and honor the king. On 

the right, attendants forced into service accompany the uneasy European. This magnificent 

door was taken to England where it was displayed in the British Empire Exhibition of 1924. 

When colonial officials asked to purchase the piece, the ogoga refused to sell it, requesting 

instead that an English royal throne be given to him in exchange for the door. The ogoga then 

commissioned Olowe to sculpt a replacement door for his palace. 

The Ogboni Society 

Yoruba kings rule with the assistance of a number of councils and associations. Ogboni, an 

association consisting of both male and female elders, is one of the most prominent. As with 

many organizations in African communities that are limited in membership and not open to 

public scrutiny, there is much debate about Ogboni’s meaning and purposes. It is understood, 

however, that the organization serves to check the abuse of power by rulers, for the collective 

moral and political authority of these eminent citizens is as great as that of kings, royals and 

officials. In the past Ogboni acted as a judiciary in criminal cases and was responsible for 

removing despots from office. Although its authority has been diluted, Ogboni still exercises 

significant power in traditional Yoruba politics, and its leaders still control the choosing, 

inauguration, and burial of kings. 

Ogboni has a special relationship with Earth, who is seen as a deity. Earth is both the 

giver and taker of life, both mother and father. Earth as the land is the abode of numerous 

spirit forces and beings as well as of ancestors. Ogboni connects those who live upon the 

earth and those who dwell within, acknowledging the omnipresence of spirits and ancestors, 
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who observe all acts of the living and hear every spoken word. 

Ogboni employs a variety of art forms in its work, foremost among them paired male and 

female figures. Large, freestanding pairs placed on altars are referred to as “owner of the 

house,” onile. Hidden away within the Ogboni lodge, they are accessible only to the most 

senior members. The pair is treated as a single unit, referred to as Mother, iya. Onile perhaps 

alludes to dual aspects of Earth, on the one hand hard, negative, and masculine, on the other 

soft, positive, and feminine. Normally cast in copper alloys, onile are created under ritual 

circumstances and prepared with sacred substances. Considered to have great sacred authority 

and power, ashe, the figures emphasize the importance of men and women working together 

within Ogboni and in the community at large. 

A large onile from the Ijebu Yoruba region is unusual in that it is made of terracotta (fig. 

8-21). Scarification marks on the figure’s chest indicate membership in Ogboni. Beaded

necklaces acknowledge office in the organization. A cloth lushly decorated with geometric 

patterns, representing a textile called itagbe, is draped over the left shoulder. The conical cap 

recalls the Yoruba royal crown, and its arching feathers are reminiscent of those that adorn 

the heads of kings. The visual play between the intricately textured headgear and cloth and 

the smooth surfaces of the body produces a lively effect. 

The large wooden Ogboni drum, agba, shown here was probably carved during the 1890s 

(fig. 8-22). The hollow, tapered cylinder was carved from the trunk of a tree. An animal skin 

membrane is stretched and pegged at the top. Its sides are carved with images in sharp, low 

relief. The central figure has a large triangular head with imposing eyes. The conical cap and 

drooping feathers recall those of the large terracotta onile in figure 8-21. The figure holds 

aloft its own legs, which have been transfigured into stylized catfish. 

This agba would have been part of a group of such drums, thought of as a family. As the 

largest, it would have been called the “mother” drum. The smaller drums that accompanied it 

were likely carved with related motifs. Agba function in a variety of ways. On a practical 

level, they announce the meetings of the Ogboni lodge every seventeen days. They are also 

sacred objects, and in yearly rituals the blood of sacrificial animals is rubbed into its sides. 

Because of its sacred character, the intricate iconography of this drum would never have been 

seen by anyone other than initiated members. In nocturnal but public memorial services for 

deceased elders, for example, the sides are ritually covered to ensure that the surface designs 

are not seen by the uninitiated. 

Four small heads, connected in pairs, are carved on the body of the central figure as 

though tucked into its belt. Two more heads at the tops of stakes can be seen just beneath the 

arching feathers of the headdress. These images refer to another type of Ogboni sculpture 
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called edan. Although edan, like onile, are filled with ashe, non-members are allowed to see 

them. Edan serve as public symbols of the power and presence of Ogboni. They also refer to 

the male and female founders of the community and express the cooperation between men 

and women in society and the need for a balance of power between them. 

The Ogboni elder shown here (fig. 8-23) wears a brass edan over his shoulders as an 

emblem of office. The male and female figures, connected by a chain, are considered to form 

a single entity. Commissioned for a new member at the time of his or her induction into the 

society, the edan is a more personal art form than onile. It serves as a badge of membership 

and an indicator of status within the organization. It may also convey messages and protect its 

owner. 

Many Yoruba rituals that acknowledge advancement in position or membership in an 

organization include the tying on of a distinctive cloth. A number of such special textiles, 

generically called title-cloths, are closely associated with the Ogboni society. The elder in 

figure 8-23 wears a title-cloth around his waist. Created by a woman on an upright loom, it is 

embellished with richly colored geometric designs based on natural forms. Although weavers 

of such cloths are certainly familiar with the designs and symbols they are asked to create, 

they are not privy to their underlying meanings unless they too are members of the society, 

for interpretation is reserved for those who have the right to wear them. Even outsiders, 

however, know that Ogboni robes celebrate the richness and diversity of their owners’ 

experiences. 

The way the Ogboni cloth is finished also carries meanings. The fringes at the end of this 

example (seen at the right of the photograph) are divided and wrapped with threads to create 

seven tassels. Seven is a ritually significant number in Ogboni. 

Art and the Spirit World 

The Yoruba venerate an infinite number of gods, orisha. Some are primordial, created in the 

beginning of time by the Great God, Olorun. Among those we will discuss here are Orunmila, 

Eshu, and Ogun. Some natural powers such as rivers, mountains, stones, or thunder and 

lightning may be perceived as orisha, and heroes may be apotheosized as well. The god 

Shango embodies both of these ideas in that while he is the personification of thunder, he is 

also a deified culture hero, fourth king of the Oyo empire. The very concept of orisha 

suggests an endless number, and there is always the possibility that new ones will make 

themselves known to a particular human community or even to a particular family or 

individual. Thus an orisha acknowledged in one part of Yorubaland may not be known 
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elsewhere, or may be thought of quite differently. 

Orunmila and Eshu 

Two primordial orisha, Orunmila and Eshu, serve as mediators between gods and humans. 

Seen as embodiments of the principles of certainty and uncertainty, the twosome is intimately 

connected in the minds of the Yoruba, for order does not exist without disorder, and disorder 

requires order by definition. Orunmila, the orisha of destiny, embodies certainty, fate, 

equilibrium, and order. In Yoruba belief, each person chooses a destiny in the presence of the 

Creator God prior to birth. Orunmila can help people to gain knowledge of their destinies as 

they live them out. Through him, they can learn which forces control their future, and how to 

manipulate these forces in their favor. Uncertainty, chance, violence, and trouble define Eshu. 

Ironically, the disorderly and mischievous Eshu is also the messenger of the gods, and to gain 

Orunmila’s attention, one must first approach the trickster Eshu. 

A diviner, babalawo, mediates between Orunmila and the human community through the 

divination process known as ifa, understood to have been instituted by Orunmila himself. A 

babalawo employs numerous art objects in communicating with the spirit world. The 

essential sculptural object for ifa is a divination board, opon ifa (fig. 8-24). Like most Yoruba 

opon ifa, this one is circular in design, its flat, plate-like surface surrounded by a raised 

border filled with an assortment of images carved in low relief. The stylized face of Eshu fills 

the top center portion of the border. Five additional motifs appear left and right in mirror 

image, creating a bilaterally symmetrical composition. Opposite Eshu is a crab, itself 

bilaterally symmetrical. The motifs were probably chosen by the carver, though they are not 

specifically linked to the divination process or to Orunmila. 

In use, the tray is sprinkled with dust from a special wood (fig. 8-25). The babalawo 

throws sixteen palm nuts to determine a configuration of eight sets of signs. He draws the 

signs in the dust, then erases them. Each of the 256 configurations that can occur is known by 

a name and is associated with a body of oral literature. As the babalawo chants the 

appropriate verses, clients interpret them to apply to their own situations. The babalawo 

shown here is in the process of attracting the attention of Orunmila and Eshu by rapping a 

special tapper, the iroke, on the center of the opon ifa, and at the same time reciting verses to 

acknowledge and honor Eshu, the messenger. 

A woman and bird, a hornbill, are depicted on the beautiful ivory iroke shown here (fig. 

8-26). Finely carved textural areas contrast with smooth forms, providing the eye with a

tactile experience. The woman’s kneeling pose suggests worship and supplication, while her 

fan and jewelry indicate aristocratic status. The image of a woman in a pose of supplication is 
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believed to be an ideal intermediary. Her kneeling position recalls the fact that she once knelt 

before Olorun to select her destiny. Women are considered to be the ultimate containers for 

ashe or life force, and representations of nude female figures in a kneeling position become 

visual metaphors for those who seek their fates through divination. Her nakedness, normally 

taboo in Yoruba culture, may well refer to the belief that that the most powerful prayers and 

curses by Yoruba women were carried out in this state of nakedness. At the same time, the 

state of undress indicates the condition in which one communicates with the Creator. The 

coiffure or crown-like headdress adds emphasis to the head, recalling the Yoruba 

philosophical concept of ori, which may be interpreted as “head” or “destiny,” and which 

embraces a person’s past, present, and future. A reference to ori is thus also a reference to 

fate, the concern of divination. 

The palm nuts used in ifa are kept in a carved container called agere ifa (fig. 8-27). 

Fashioned of wood or more rarely of ivory, agere ifa vary greatly in form and may range in 

height from a few inches to over a foot. The exquisite example here is supported by figures of 

a mother and child. The mother kneels in supplication, her prominent breasts projecting to 

repeat the forms of her knees and to serve as counterthrusts to her arms, which reach back to 

encircle the child tied to her back. The disc upon which she kneels repeats the circular form 

of the cup-like container above, whose rim is enhanced by an incised pattern of repeated 

triangles. The dark, worn wood has been rubbed with a light-colored substance that fills and 

defines the crevices of the carving. The maternity figure is but one subject among many that 

might support such a cup. Also in the carvers’ repertoire are human, animal, and abstract 

forms, and the iconography often reflects the needs of a babalawo’s clients. 

Other divination paraphernalia may be stored in large, multi-compartmented, lidded 

containers, or divination bowls called opon igedeu (fig. 8-28). Areogun of Osi-Ilorin (1880–

1954), one of the great Yoruba sculptors of the twentieth century, created this richly carved 

bowl. Areogun’s style is easily recognizable by its bold relief. Like Olowe, Areogun was 

granted major royal commissions for palaces such as verandah posts and doors. Here 

Areogun has created a cylindrical vessel with a strikingly innovative feature—a hinged lid. 

Seated figures surround the bowl, while the lid reveals a man on a bicycle. 

While Orunmila is never depicted in shrines or on divination paraphernalia, Eshu is 

portrayed repeatedly. The only Yoruba orisha consistently represented, Eshu appears on 

houseposts, lintels, doors, and bowls. As a go-between for gods and humans, his image 

embellishes many shrines. As the god of the marketplace, the gateway, and the crossroads, he 

is often represented in these places as well. Figural representations in public places, however, 

are rare. Instead, a piece of unworked stone usually suffices to represent the god, and even 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 299



then it may be buried beneath the earth or in a wall. Occasionally a figure carved of wood or 

more rarely of stone may be set up in a marketplace (fig. 8-29). The figure shown here was 

photographed in the center of the town of Igbajo, some thirty-five miles from Ile-Ife. At least 

two other stone Eshu figures had once graced parts of the town. The style is not like that of 

the early stone figures of Ile-Ife, but it is more reminiscent of more recent Yoruba 

woodcarving. The trickster god is depicted with a large head, and its outsized eyes dominate 

the features. A necklace with a pendant gourd container for medicinal substances hangs from 

the neck. His right hand holds what may be either a club or a larger calabash of medicines. 

Although the followers of other orisha call upon Eshu, his own special congregation of 

worshipers make use of a number of types of objects including dance wands, assemblages, 

and altar figures. The dance wand in figure 8-30 once decorated a shrine for Eshu and would 

have been used in processions and festivals, danced with by a worshiper in honor of the god. 

While such wands are usually carved with a figure of a worshiper, the figure here may 

actually represent Eshu himself. Long strands of beads and cowries, once used as money by 

the Yoruba, cascade from the neck in reference to the wealth brought by this god of the 

marketplace. The long, projecting hairdo, common to most Eshu figures, arches up and away 

from the head. Such phallic coiffures refer to Eshu’s involvement in male sexuality and 

romantic entanglements. Miniature gourds along the crest of the hair allude to the powerful 

medicines at Eshu’s disposal. The whistle held to the lips suggests Eshu’s role as supernatural 

herald. Although this figure is male, similar ones may be carved as female, for the enigmatic 

Eshu may be represented as either sex. 

The gods Orunmila and Eshu make us aware of the possibility of change in Yoruba 

society and art. Eshu is a dynamic orisha, one who cannot be pinned down to remain the 

same. The very fact that Orunmila is sought on every occasion and that ifa is cast every four 

days suggests that change is vital, even in thinking about fate or destiny. Such change must 

be seen as a part of Yoruba artistic expression as well. 

Ogun, Osanyin, and Eyinle 

Ogun, the lord of iron and war, and Osanyin, the source of herbal medicine, are also 

primordial orisha, having come to earth at the time of creation. Like Eshu, each is a paradox. 

Although Ogun is the ferocious and vehement bringer of war, he is also the founder and 

champion of civilization, a maker of paths, tiller of the soil, builder of towns. The tiny 

Osanyin, visualized as having but one eye, one arm, and one leg, and having numberless 

problems of his own, is the bringer of healing, completeness, and well-being to the human 

community. Eyinle is a local orisha of hunting, rivers, and healing leaves, a companion of 

Osanyin. 
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As the god of iron, Ogun’s impact is ubiquitous, for metals affect every facet of 

civilization. As warrior, Ogun moves forward and conquers, expanding frontiers. As the 

defender, he uses weapons to protect and shield. As master blacksmith, he is patron of smiths, 

makers of tools and weapons. As the ultimate artist, he oversees any who manipulate adzes 

and knives. As the consummate farmer, he oversees farm implements made of his iron. In 

modern times he continues to gather adherents, for all who use steel are his, including 

hunters, soldiers, truck drivers, auto mechanics, and computer technicians. 

Ogun’s embodiment in shrines may merely be a bit of metal, raw or carefully worked, or 

a sacred plant or a stone. Several art forms are specifically identified with Ogun, among them 

ceremonial swords, staffs, iron pokers, and axes (fig. 8-31). This axe is typical of those used 

in Ogun’s worship in eastern Yorubaland. A beautifully rendered human figure adorns the 

handle, complete with markings of civilization and aristocracy: a well-coiffed head, jewelry, 

poise, and dignity. 

As maker of roads and penetrator, Ogun readies the way for all the orisha, and references 

to Ogun are thus present in the shrines of many gods. Diminutive forged iron implements—

hoes, knives, arrows, swords, and bells—announce the intervention of Ogun in the work of 

healing deities, for his slashing blades permit healers to venture into the depths of the forest 

for curative materials. Iron staffs enhance the worship of healing deities, while expressing 

their link to Ogun. 

Iron staffs are commonly dedicated to the orisha of curative medicine, Osanyin and 

Eyinle (fig. 8-32). This graceful staff refers to the vitality of Osanyin and evokes his 

relationships to Ogun and to Our Mothers. The powers of Our Mothers may be represented 

here by a large bird hovering over a circle of sixteen smaller birds raising their heads toward 

the larger. Osanyin has the ability to cancel the negative powers of Our Mothers or to work in 

harmony with them, encouraging them to cure rather than hurt. At the same time, the cluster 

of bird forms may recall leaves on a tree. The herbalists who depend on Osanyin create their 

medicines and curative drugs from leaves, barks, and roots from the forest, where the metal 

tools of Ogun have allowed entry. 

The terracotta receptacle in figure 8-33 honors the god Eyinle. It was created around 1900 

by Agbedeyi Asabi Ija (died c. 1921), a highly regarded ceramic artist of the Egbado Yoruba. 

Like her mother before her and her daughter after, Agbedeyi was renowned for her Eyinle 

vessels, and her reputation spread far beyond the confines of her own town. The large central 

figure on the lid is said to represent Eyinle’s royal wife. The straplike forms that serve as her 

abstracted body can also be perceived as a crown, referring to her royal status. She is 

surrounded by four of her children, one on her back, and three before her. The largest of the 
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children holds a miniature bowl for offerings of kola nut and cowries. Studded with small 

conical projections that allude to river stones and decorated with symbolic images in low 

relief, the vessel serves to hold stones, sand, and water from the river, all of which contain 

and protect the ashe of Eyinle. Such containers are placed on sculpted earthen platforms 

stained with indigo and spread with white river sand. Iron staffs of Eyinle’s companion 

Osanyin may be placed nearby. 

Altars 

As in most African cultures, shrines are places where human beings interact with deities and 

spirits (see Aspects of African Cultures: Shrines and Altars, p. 120). Ensembles of materials 

given as gifts to the deity remind devotees of the presence and powers of the deity, or serve to 

locate power (ashe) associated with that deity. The Agbeni Shango shrine in Ibadan, shown 

here, was photographed in 1910 (fig. 8-34). As with other sanctuaries for orisha, the altar 

accommodates numerous objects that celebrate and help communicate with the deity. A long 

row of fifteen brightly painted houseposts once braced the massive clay frieze. Allusions to 

Shango’s royal status, the posts were carved to depict devotees, orisha, images associated 

with the ancestors, and other subjects. 

Sculptural forms are added to the shrine as gifts to the orisha. One extraordinarily 

complex and dynamic bowl, probably intended for the altar of an orisha, was created by 

Olowe of Ise (fig. 8-35). The bowl is covered with abstract designs carved in low relief and 

painted. Four female figures dance arm in arm atop the Iid, their arched coiffures adding 

height and movement. The bowl is presented by a spectacular elongated female figure, whose 

head is held high on a splendidly long neck. Her baby, held against her back by a cloth, peers 

to the side. A retinue of male and female assistants, painted in earth colors, lean precariously 

from their positions on the base to lift the bowl. The complex sculptural form of the lower 

portion of the configuration is monoxyl, carved from a single piece of wood. Olowe 

demonstrated his mastery of the art of wood carving by carving a free-rolling head in the 

space beneath the bowl, imprisoned within the group of supporting figures. 

The form is called the olumeye, “one who knows the honor,” in reference to the female 

figure supporting the bowl. As with the mother depicted in the shrine image in figure 8-33, 

this mother serves as a messenger to the orisha, offering the bowl and its contents to the god 

to whom it is dedicated. In this olumeye, Olowe’s use of standing nude males on the support 

structure is a drastic departure from the conventions of Yoruba art. He challenges the 

convention in which males are normally depicted fully clothed while females are more often 

represented in the nude. 
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Shango and Ibeji 

Shango, who controls thunder, is associated with the expansion of the Oyo empire in western 

Yorubaland. The historical personage Shango, a descendant of Oranmiyan, was the tyrannical 

fourth king of Oyo. Oral traditions maintain that he was a despot, coerced into surrendering 

his crown and committing suicide. His supporters denied his death and declared that he had 

become a god, merged with the forces of thunder and lightning, which they could call down 

on their enemies. The Shango legend illustrates a significant aspect of Yoruba orisha: they 

are not idealized. Shango was a sacred king, but he is still presented as a remorseless despot 

whose need for control overstepped the boundaries suitable to political authority. In his 

attempt to control mystical and magical powers, he was unable to master them and was 

eventually controlled by them. Once a mortal, Shango did not die, but he commands great 

powers of nature as an orisha. In dreadful storms he hurls flashes of lightning upon those 

who do not respect him. These thunderbolts take the form of ancient stone axes that are 

exposed on the surface of the earth after heavy rains. 

The shrine in figure 8-34 was dedicated to Shango. Brightly colored, fringed leather bags 

hang from the rear wall. Each bears four appliqué panels with images of Eshu. Called laba 

shango, the bags are used by priests to transport thunderbolts discovered in the earth to 

Shango’s altar. An upside-down wooden mortar, ceramic containers with painted and relief 

ornamentation, and calabash containers all serve as repositories for the stone axes that contain 

Shango’s ashe. Other objects include cloths, prayer rattles, a sculpted figure of a female 

devotee with double axe forms sprouting from her head, figures representing twins, and rams’ 

horns. 

Devotees carry, cradle, wave, and thrust oshe shango, carved dance wands such as that in 

figure 8-36, during dances in Shango’s honor. Among the most abundant of objects 

consecrated to the orisha, oshe shango most often bear the image of a female worshiper, her 

head supporting the double axe form, modified here to suggest a hairdo. The axe is thus 

related to the head, the symbol of the inner being, ori inu, playing an important role in the 

communication between orisha and follower. In initiation, the head is shaved, and small cuts 

are made into the scalp into which substances are rubbed. The cut in the head is the primary 

way through which the orisha becomes one with the devotee, and it is through the head that 

the orisha mounts the devotee in possession. The figure in this example holds an oshe shango 

in her left hand and a dance rattle in her right. 

The twin figures (or ere ibeji) lying in the container just to the left of the pottery jugs (fig. 

8-34) are present because of the special relationship between Shango and twins (ibeji),

sometimes called “children of Thunder.” The Yoruba perceive twins as spirited, 
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unpredictable, and fearless, much like their patron orisha. Seen as spirit beings with 

exceptional abilities, they bring affluence and well-being to those who respect them. Mothers 

of twins, even the most prosperous and dignified, must beg for their special offspring in 

public places, singing their praises and dancing with them. People who give them token gifts 

are blessed. Twins, however, have a high infant mortality rate. When a twin dies, its parents 

consult a babalawo to learn how to placate the spirit of the dead child, for neglect may cause 

a dead twin to tempt its surviving sibling to join it. The babalawo normally advises the 

parents to procure an ere ibeji, a small carved figure of the same gender as the deceased twin, 

to serve as a dwelling place for its spirit (see Preface, fig. iii.) Ere ibeji are normally cared for 

within the home (fig. 8-37). Here seven small figures have been dressed in tiny garments and 

caps, fitted with necklaces of beads related to various deities and organizations, rubbed with 

cosmetics, placed on a mat, and covered against cool weather. 

The mother attends to the ere ibeji, handling it with tender care to pacify the soul of the 

dead child and to ensure its benevolent presence. She bathes it, feeds it, clothes it, and applies 

cosmetic powders, oils, and indigo. When she begs and performs for the surviving twin, she 

carries the ere ibeji and begs for it too. Eventually, the surviving twin may assume custody of 

the figure. 

While twins continue to be honored among the Yoruba, ere ibeji are not carved as often 

as they once were. Instead, photographs, especially photographs in which the surviving twin 

poses as the deceased twin, may serve the purpose of the ere ibeji, and in many instances 

plastic dolls take the place of the traditional wooden figures. 

Masks and Masquerades 

Perhaps the most thoroughly dynamic art forms of the Yoruba are masquerades. As elsewhere 

in Africa, Yoruba masks are not created or perceived as static sculptural entities but as 

components of a larger, multimedia art of performance that includes costume, dance, music, 

poetry, and interaction with a participating crowd of onlookers. A variety of masks and 

masquerades aid Yoruba communities in communicating with the spirit world while they 

entertain the living. 

The most widespread is egungun, found throughout Yorubaland. Myths and legends 

preserved in divination poetry support the belief that egungun first appeared among the Oyo 

Yoruba. This dramatic Yoruba masquerade may have developed in response to ancestral 

celebrations of the Nupe peoples, who live to the northeast of the Oyo region. Nupe ancestors 

are honored with spectacular masquerades consisting of moving cylinders made of white 

cloth, columns that rise mysteriously to tower high above the participants (see chapter 3). 
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Whatever its history, egungun is particularly important in Oyo. There, egungun celebrations 

take place over a period of several weeks, manifested in performances within lineage 

compounds and in public performances. 

Many Yoruba associate egungun with the veneration of ancestors, believed capable of 

helping the living community if they are properly honored. Some egungun masquerades 

impersonate the spirit of the recently departed, returning to ensure that all is in order prior to 

making the final journey to the spirit world. In other situations the egungun merely appears to 

entertain when ancestors are venerated. Egungun, like the ancestors they are associated with, 

are identified with specific families. They play a regulating role in the family and serve as a 

link between the living and the dead. 

There is an air of the sacred attached to the egungun and to the rites and celebrations of 

which they are a part. They are prepared for action within a sacred grove. Prayers are said, ifa 

is cast, and charms are attached to the body of the masker and placed within his costume. 

Donning the costume, the masker is depersonalized, ritually transformed into a human 

repository for the spirit of the returning ancestor. When he enters a state of possession, he 

speaks with the voice of the deceased. 

Varying throughout the Yoruba region, egungun may be discussed according to type or 

style, according to seniority or status within the organization that enacts the event, or 

according to the deportment of the dancer wearing the costume. Styles and types of egungun 

may be transferred from one area to another, allowing for the blending of styles. Several 

styles may be seen side by side, even within a single community. 

The egungun in figure 8-38 are from the southern Yoruba, in the Remo area. Like all 

egungun from that region, they are fashioned of cloth. Costumes of brilliant patchwork panels 

trimmed in red move and flare, rise and fall, as the dancers whirl. A boxlike construction 

covered with matching fabric surmounts the head. Such egungun are intended to be beautiful 

to the eye. In some areas wooden facemasks or headdresses top the masquerades, while tray-

like forms embedded with charms and animal skulls complete others. Two types of egungun 

appear in figure 8-39. To the right is a fabric egungun of traditional type, its costume made of 

pieces of textile sewn in a dizzying assortment of colors. A crocheted rectangle of black and 

white bands over the masker’s face allows him to see. The two carved wooden masks to its 

left parody a European couple. Dressed in contemporary clothing, they carry accouterments 

associated with these strangers—a large purse and watch for the woman, a ballpoint pen and 

a pad of paper for the man. These satirical egungun do not wield power but add a note of 

levity to the festival. Their performance here began with the man kissing the woman on the 

check and pretending to write over her heart with the pen. Occasionally he feigned taking 
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notes on the pad, for Europeans seem to write everything down. The couple waltzed slowly to 

frenetic drumming and then performed a get-down disco number, after which they mimed 

copulation. Masks that followed represented a properly behaving Yoruba couple. The moral 

is that although Europeans are associated with literacy, they are too demonstrative in public 

and are promiscuous. Yoruba, by no means stodgy, at least know how to act appropriately. 

Whereas egungun is manifested all over Yoruba country in one form or another, there are 

other masquerade types that are restricted to specific regions. The masquerades of the Gelede 

society are limited to the southwestern region. Gelede’s origins are often attributed to the 

kingdom of Ketu, situated in the present Republic of Benin, and to another kingdom, Ilobi. 

Some suggest that Gelede evolved from celebrations performed in honor of the patron orisha 

of small children, and that the masquerade was modified in response to disputes over royal 

succession in these two ancient kingdoms. Today the festivals focus on the placation of the 

great goddess, Iyanla, and on the general well being of the community. 

Made up of both men and women and led by an elderly woman, the society organizes a 

lavish masquerade as an offering to Our Mothers. The aesthetic power of sculpture, dance, 

and song is intended to persuade Our Mothers to use their special powers for the good of the 

entire community, instead of wielding them destructively. 

In some places, a number of Gelede masquerades appear on opening night. In some 

instances herald masks or a mask representing Eshu may appear. Immediately after a number 

of sacred masks emerge that perhaps represent the very essence of Gelede. One mask of this 

sort is that of a bearded woman, Iyanla or Great Mother. The other is Eye Oro or Spirit Bird. 

Mother masks and bird masks refer to and dramatize the spiritual side of womanhood. The 

Great Mother features a long, flat extension below the chin that is referred to as a beard. To 

provide a woman with a beard suggests her elder status and all the connotations of wisdom 

and knowledge associated with the role. 

The Spirit Bird combines the image of the bird with that of a woman. The bold simple 

forms of the carved head are emphasized even more by the fact that it is worn with a 

strikingly simple costume of white, allowing the imagery of the mask to dominate. The large, 

pointed beak dominates, its reddened tip referring to the possibility that unappeased or 

vengeful female elders may be transformed into birds of prey so that they can eat victims. A 

coiffure humanizes the creature, suggesting one of the praise names of Our Mothers that 

refers to powers of transformation—“the one with two bodies.” 

In evening performances is a singing masquerade named oro efe who emerges for a 

nightlong presentation of songs, proverbs, praise poems, riddles, and jokes (fig. 8-40). The 

performer’s face here is concealed by a veil that allows him to see. Atop his head sits a 
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complex mask painted a cool white, with eyes, lips, and scarification patterns in contrasting 

colors. A multicolored, towering superstructure consists of a perplexing juxtaposition of 

curving, spiraling forms that allude to pythons and other animals, the crescent moon, a 

turban, a cutlass, and interlace motifs. Themes of aggressive action persist. Hoops beneath 

the costume and layers of cloth panels expand the size of oro efe and magnify his physical 

appearance. Ornate embroidered and appliqué panels display an abundance of colorful 

motifs, and mirrors are set into the fabric to reflect light in the night performances. 

Oro efe, perceived as a male leader of the society and a servant of the Mothers, imparts an 

image of physical and supernatural power, position, and spiritual authority. His songs include 

humor and sarcasm, but they are filled with vital power, ashe. They act as an invocation, 

calling on the powers of Our Mothers. They teach precepts advocated by ancestors, gods, and 

the Mothers through ridiculing and condemning the actions of those who violate their 

objectives. 

The following afternoon, numerous masquerades appear in sequence. The youngest 

performers dance first, dressed in partial costumes and striving to equal their elders. Older 

children take their turn, followed by teenagers. Finally master dancers, all men, appear as 

identically dressed pairs in an extensive cast that includes male and female characters as well 

as animal masks. In the example shown here, the beautifully carved masks are painted black 

with vivid blue accents (fig. 8-41). Elaborately carved and painted headdresses represent 

fancy headties worn by women and give an appearance of stately height. The faces of the 

wearers are covered but not necessarily concealed by colorful scarves, providing the illusion 

of long and graceful necks. Costumes constructed of multicolored appliqué cloths vie with 

the costumes of other maskers for magnificence. Shown at rest here, the performers dance to 

an orchestra of drums, brandishing horsetail whisks. Sounds made by iron ankle rattles repeat 

the complex rhythms as they compete for the crowd’s admiration. At last a single masquerade 

representing a deified female ancestor appears to reassure the crowd of her blessings. The 

spectacle is over. The extended two-day display has entertained the crowd, but more 

meaningfully it has pleased Our Mothers, who will now exercise their powers to bring 

success and goodness to the community. 

In the northeastern regions of Yorubaland, among the Igbomina and Ekiti Yoruba, 

maskers celebrate social roles in celebrations referred to as epa (fig. 8-42). Costumes of palm 

fronds cascade from the bottoms of brightly painted masks, and snail-shell rattles encase the 

dancers’ lower legs. The lower part of an epa mask is a large, pot-shaped form with a 

minimally represented, abstracted human face. Considered to be the actual mask, it is 

associated with mystical powers. On top of the mask sits an exuberant superstructure, which 
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represents the social role honored by the mask. Superstructures draw praise from the crowds 

and depict a range of subjects—a leopard pouncing on its prey, a warrior mounted on 

horseback and surrounded by a retinue of soldiers and praise singers, a herbalist priest, a 

hunter, a farmer, the king enveloped by his entourage, or the mother surrounded by her many 

offspring. With the orderly appearance of epa masks in performance, the various social roles 

of farmer, hunter, soldier, priest, king, and mother are established, gender roles are 

acknowledged, and cultural achievement is celebrated. 

The superstructure over the epa mask in figure 8-43 is a sculptural tour de force. The 

work of Bamgbose (died c. 1920), one of the great carvers at the turn of the twentieth 

century, it celebrates the “mother of twins,” iya beji. Bamgbose portrays the mother as a 

dignified woman holding a twin on each knee. Each twin touches the mother’s breast with 

one hand and holds a tray for receiving gifts with the other, reminding us of the begging iya’ 

beji must perform. At the base, four female figures offer gifts to the orisha who have given 

blessings to the mother. Such grand accumulations of images around a large central figure 

can be seen as visual praise poems in honor of the character, a celebration of the role played 

by that personage in the cultural organization. 

DAHOMEY 

The neighbors of the Yoruba to the west are the Fon and other Aja peoples. Oral traditions 

suggest that the Agasu, a ruling clan of the Aja, migrated from the city of Tado, in modern 

Togo, to establish the city of Allada, near the coast of the present day Benin Republic. Allada 

became the capital of Great Ardra, reaching its peak in the sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries. About 1625, a succession dispute over who should rule Ardra sent one brother to 

found the inland city of Abomey. The Agasu of Abomey merged with local groups to become 

the Fon people, and they developed the powerful centralized kingdom of Dahomey. By the 

late seventeenth century Dahomey was a major military power, raiding neighbors for slaves 

to sell through coastal middlemen to European slavers. King Agaja (ruled 1708–32) 

subjugated most of the southern coasts, and during his reign some twenty thousand slaves per 

year passed through this section of the Slave Coast. 

The kings of Dahomey were almost constantly at war with the Yoruba kingdoms to their 

east, and were forced to pay tribute to the powerful state of Oyo from 1738 to 1818. Under 

the kings Guezo (ruled 1818–58) and Glele (ruled 1858–89), Dahomey regained its power 

and established a prosperous trade in palm oil. However, the French conquered the kingdom 

at the end of the nineteenth century during the reign of Behanzin. 
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Royal Arts 

Like the Yoruba, the Fon used art to praise and reinforce royal authority and to address 

superhuman forces. A divination process known as fa, Fon equivalent of the Yoruba ifa, 

largely determined art forms and subject matter. The ongoing use of divination and the 

reciprocal relationship of Fa, the god of divination (Fon equivalent of Orunmila), and Legba, 

the god of change (Fon equivalent of Eshu, shortened from his full name, Eshu-Elegbara), 

worked together to make change itself an important aspect of Fon life and art. 

Upon taking the crown, a Fon king was given a unique sign that had been divined for 

him. The sign was known as his fa name or strong name. Verbal images drawn from the great 

body of oral literature surrounding that name were translated into art forms that enhanced the 

glory of the court and the magnificence of the palace. Artists in the royal city of Abomey 

were organized into palace guilds according to the medium in which they worked. Members 

of the textile workers’ guild designed pavilions, canopies, umbrellas, and banners 

embellished with symbolic appliqué designs. Metal workers constructed images of deities and 

symbols of state in iron and brass, and produced small ornamental figures and tableaus for the 

aesthetic pleasure of the elite. Wood carvers created metaphorical portraits of the king and 

symbolic sculpture based on their fa names. 

Each king had a separate palace in a sprawling complex that once covered some 190 

acres, but all were neglected when the kingdom fell to the French. Only those of Guezo and 

Glele survived and have been restored and maintained as part of the Historic Museum of 

Abomey. 

The exterior walls of the palace were ornamented with painted clay reliefs that heralded 

the exploits of the king and referred to the pantheon of gods (fig. 8-44). The example here 

illustrates an aspect of wars with neighboring Yoruba peoples during the reign of Guezo. 

Throughout Guezo’s portion of the palace images of female warriors, referred to by the 

French as Amazons, appear again and again. Here an Amazon carries a Yoruba captive, still 

armed with his bow, on her shoulder. 

Within the palace complex, tents and banners called attention to the members of the court 

and provided splendid backgrounds for festive occasions. In 1849, a European visitor to the 

court described a pavilion of crimson fabric soaring to a height of forty feet, emblazoned with 

appliqué images of human heads, bulls’ heads, skulls, and other motifs. From beneath it the 

king and dignitaries watched the proceedings as some six thousand carriers processed through 

the market and back to the palace, each carrying some portion of the king’s wealth to be 

displayed before the public. Numerous colorful umbrellas marked the places of chiefs and 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 309



their entourages. A faint echo of this spectacular display may be seen in the appliquéd 

hangings surrounding Agoli Agbo, the king of Dahomey who succeeded Behanzin but was 

deposed by the French (fig. 8-45). This photograph from the 1950s shows him wearing a 

silver sieve over his nose, which filters the air he breathes and gives him a feline look 

appropriate for a descendant of the leopard spirit. A royal axe or makpo, an item of regalia 

that the French called a reçade, balances on his shoulder. Both the makpo and the colorful 

cloths are emblazoned with the fa names of past kings. 

Sculptural forms, bo, were considered empowered objects in Dahomey. They were 

believed to work in conjunction with the energies of the gods, vodun, to protect against evil, 

sorcery, illness, and theft, providing power and success. Bo took various shapes. Those 

carved to represent a figural form are generically known as bocio. 

The bocio used by commoners and those used by royalty serve similar purposes, yet their 

aesthetic is markedly different. In Fon culture, things considered attractive are ornamental, 

delicate, refined, decorative, dressed, and tidy. Royal bocio reflect these ideas. The bocio of 

commoners contrast markedly with such ideals (fig. 8-46). Disorderly, rough, and 

incomplete, they seem to be concerned with an anti-aesthetic. Empowering materials, 

generally secreted inside royal bocio, are here often attached outside, in full view. Materials, 

including metal, beads, bones, hide, rags, fur, feathers, and blood, are selected for their 

physical and symbolic potency. Likewise, techniques of knotting, binding, and tying used in 

their manufacture provide both actual and metaphysical strength. Materials and techniques 

are deliberately revealed to make the object visually powerful, shocking, and astonishing. 

The grotesqueness and ugliness of such bocio are part of their strength. 

Royal bocio served to protect the king and to bolster his authority. A range of human and 

animal forms appears in royal bocio. Some animals are representations of the kings 

themselves, for Dahomean kings were said to be able to transform themselves into a variety 

of powerful animals to spy on their enemies or flee problematic situations in battle. One of 

the best-known bocio is a large anthropomorphic lion carved during the late nineteenth 

century by the artist Sosa Adede (fig. 8-47). Apparently this Jion-man, which once carried a 

sword in each hand, was dragged on a cart into battle to create an image of royal fury and 

strength. As tall as a man, brandishing weapons in a dynamic pose, the sculpture embodies 

Glele’s power, strength, and courage. Lions appear frequently in art used in Glele’s court, on 

reliefs on the walls of the palace, in royal scepters, in wooden carvings sheathed in sheet 

brass or silver, in copper staffs used in memorial shrines, and in appliqué banners, pavilions, 

and umbrellas. They draw on such phrases as “No animal displays its anger like a lion” and 

“Lion of lions,” which are embedded in the poetry composed for Glele’s fa sign. 
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Spiritually charged materials secreted within such royal bocio were believed to empower 

it, rousing the figure and giving it the ability to walk around and to speak. When not being 

carried into battle, this sculpture was kept in a temple dedicated to Gu, the god of war 

(cognate with the Yoruba god Ogun), and displayed in magnificent processions during annual 

ceremonies commemorating the royal dead. 

One of the most striking works from Abomey is a magnificent life-size iron warrior 

striding forward on long, sinewy legs and huge feet (fig. 8-48). Forged for Glele by the artist 

Akati Akpele Kendo, this bocio is known as Agoje (“watch out above”). The sculpture served 

to protect the king and his kingdom in time of war and unrest, and its massive headdress of 

iron weapons and tools refers to Gu. Like the lion-man figure, Agoje holds aloft a heroic 

sword, further recalling Gu and yet another phrase associated with Glele’s fa signs, the 

“audacious knife that gave birth to Gu.” In response to this phrase, Glele received as another 

of his strong names Basagla, the name of a special type of sword that he chose as a visual 

symbol of his reign. Images of such swords are found in many reliefs, banners, and sculptural 

forms of Glele’s court. To emphasize the connection between this bocio and the strong name 

it referred to, Glele commissioned the same Akati Akpele Kendo to forge a group of gigantic 

swords to encircle this figure while it was displayed in the palace. The swords vividly evoked 

the role of vengeance in Glele’s reign. 

Another bocio commissioned by Glele is known from drawings by European visitors and 

its depiction on textile banners that were used in the court at Abomey (fig. 8-49). Known as 

Daguesu, the bocio depicted a being with the head of a ram or buffalo (both are called agbo 

in Fon) and a human body. Dagueso invoked the Fon thunder god Hevioso, who, like his 

counterpart the Yoruba god Shango, is associated closely with the ram. The bocio 

accompanied Glele’s troops into battle, calling on Hevioso’s power to speak through the 

thunderous blaze and blast of guns. 

Many royal bocio were carved of wood and covered with thin sheets of beaten brass or 

silver (fig. 8-50). These were not taken to the battlefield but were displayed during annual 

rites for the New Year and at other state events. This silver-sheathed bocio depicts a striding 

lion that opens his great mouth in a roar to reveal sharp teeth, thus recalling a variation on 

Glele’s strong name, “the lion of lions grew teeth and fear arrived in the forest.” It was 

created for Glele by the artist Allode Huntondji during the last few years of the nineteenth 

century. 

Art and the Spirit World 
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The Fon believe that the living and the dead remain closely linked. Spirits of the departed 

must be revered by their descendants in order to continue their lives serenely in the other 

world. In return, they protect the living and grant them access to a realm of higher powers. 

An art form expressing this connection is the memorial altar, asen. Asen take the form of an 

iron staff topped with an inverted cone that supports a lid-like disk, which serves as a 

platform for brass figures. An asen made to honor the memory of Glele is crowned with an 

openwork cone of spoke-like supports (fig. 8-51). Pendant elements hang from the disk, 

which serves as a platform for a complex and enigmatic figural grouping: a dog shaded by an 

umbrella stands on the back of a horse, at whose shoulder a small bat flies. The umbrella is a 

metaphorical reference to kingship. The dog alludes to Glele’s sponsoring ancestor, whose 

patronage was arrived at through divination. The first syllable of one of the names of this 

ancestor is the same as the word “dog.” The word for “horse” alludes to the name of the 

quarter in which the ancestor lived. When the words for “dog” and “horse” are combined, 

they form the word for “bat,” whose image thus becomes a double reference to the ancestral 

sponsor and the quarter of Abomey in which he lived. Until 1900 almost all artists were in the 

employ of the royal court, and figurative asen are said to have been used exclusively in 

Abomey shrines honoring deceased members of the royal family. After the French abolished 

the court, however, wood carvers, metal workers, and textile artists sought new patrons in the 

general populace and among foreigners. The precise meanings of many hitherto royal art 

forms were diluted as they became items of trade. Asen, however, not only continued to have 

ritual meaning but proliferated in response to the patronage of commoners, who had 

previously used plain iron objects to commemorate ancestors. 

The collection of asen shown here (fig. 8-52) belongs to a single family. Each asen 

commemorates a deceased family member, and in theory every deceased family member is 

represented by an altar. A family’s asen are arranged in a one-room structure, called dehoho, 

opening onto the home’s central courtyard. Within the sacred space communion between the 

living and the dead takes place. 

Like the figures atop royal asen, figures on asen for commoners are enigmatic and can 

generally be read several ways. In fact, the Fon maintain that only the donor and the maker of 

the asen can fully interpret the mixture of messages on it. Some figures depict the deceased, 

accompanied occasionally by surviving family members. Other images may depict the fa sign 

or fa name of the deceased. Some motifs evoke values of Fon culture through references to 

deities or allusions to proverbs and praise songs. Others, like the dog on the royal asen 

discussed earlier, are meant to be read as a rebus. 

The religious traditions of the Fon have many parallels with those of the Yoruba. For 
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example, several orisha of the Yoruba have equivalents in the Fon vodun. In the Americas, 

Yoruba and Fon survivors of the Middle Passage merged these deities into the sacred beings 

described in chapter 16. On the African continent, however, their identities and attributes 

remain more distinct, and Yoruba art forms for the orisha are easily distinguishable from the 

art of the Fon, Aja, or the neighboring Ewe. 

Among the Fon, divination and the gods associated with it have inspired a variety of art 

forms. A beautiful divination board collected as early as the mid-seventeenth century in the 

Aja kingdom of Great Ardra is among the oldest of African objects in European collections 

(fig. 8-53). Its flat, plate-like surface is surrounded by a raised border (compare fig. 8-24). 

Although the design was undeniably based on Yoruba prototypes, the distinct carving style 

insinuates that an Ewe, Aja, or Fon artist carved it. The human figures reflect a sober 

rectilinear style closer to that of Ewe carving than to the humanistic forms of the Yoruba. 

The unknown artist of the board has used both symmetrical and axial balance in the 

service of a system of ideas. The board is symmetrical in its major forms, a circle centered 

within a rectangle. The stylized face carved at the upper center depicts Legba, the trickster 

messenger god. Small medicine gourds top Legba’s head in reference to his powers. Legba’s 

face is symmetrical, as are the vertical chains of cowry shells at the lower center of the 

border. The remaining border motifs, however, do not mirror each other exactly across the 

vertical axis, but rather provide interesting variations on either side, seemingly rotating them 

around the central point. Broadly carved animals, birds, and various accoutrements are 

crowded together. This radial approach to symmetry brings opposing and dissimilar objects 

into equilibrium in a way that may parallel how the dissimilar gods Fa and Legba work 

together in the lives of the Fon. Zigzag patterns decorate details of most of the images on the 

board, helping to unify the disparate motifs. 

Attention to detail and the beauty of the harmonious design suggest that a professional 

artist, likely employed by the court, carved this object. In contrast, an earthen figure of Legba 

was created with less care (fig. 8-54). Seated in a palm-leaf shrine, it seems to have been 

made more directly, almost crudely. In Fon thought, the strong object does not have to be 

beautiful or even attractive in order to work effectively. In fact, many forms used by the Fon 

show a type of roughness and inelegance that suggests the raw power associated with the 

work of the spirits they are made for. 

Paintings and decorations in vodun shrines by artists such as Cyprien Tokoudagba (born 

1939) pay respects to these deities. Initiated into the worship of Tohosu, vodun of sacred 

springs, royal ancestors, deformed children, and twins, Tokoudagba has been commissioned 

to create reliefs, sculptures, and wall paintings for vodun temples. In 1987 he was employed 
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to assist in restoring the royal palaces at Abomey. Impressed by Tokoudagba’s work, French 

curator André Magnin included it in the Paris exhibition “Magiciens de la Terre” in 1989. 

This exposure to imported materials and foreign markets encouraged Tokoudagba to paint 

vodun imagery on canvas for European collectors. His work now appears in foreign galleries 

and museums as well as in Tohosu shrines. 

One example of his acrylic paintings depicts the rainbow serpent, Dangbe Ayidohwedo 

(fig. 8-55), the vodun whose body encircles the earth to hold it up. An ellipse of primary 

colors represents the serpent’s body. The menacing horned head with hooked teeth swallows 

its own tail. Whereas this image would be immediately recognizable to passersby on the 

walls of a shrine in the Republic of Benin as a straightforward representation of a popular 

vodun, the same image seems exotic, mysterious, and even surreal in a European art gallery. 

Tokoudagba thus serves to remind us of how shifts in the context of African art can 

completely transform the ways in which it is perceived. 

Cyprien Tokoudagba participated in a festival held in the coastal city of Ouidah in 1992, 

which featured many art works inspired by the vodun. Among the other artists displaying 

their work were Theodore Dakpogan (born 1956), Calixte Dakpogan (born 1958), and their 

cousin Simonet Biokou. The Dakpogan family are blacksmiths who have served the kings of 

Porto-Novo and who honor the vodun Gu. Palace workshops, often managed by clans, were 

an important source of royal Fon arts; the Yemadje family still produces appliquéd textiles 

and the Huntondji family still works in brass and silver. 

Discarded automobiles, bicycles, and other industrial equipment provide an ever-present 

supply of scrap metal for the Dakpogan smiths for their production of household objects and 

their fantastic sculptures created for both local and foreign clients. Cakatu, created for the 

Ouidah festival and now displayed in a grove known as the Sacred Forest (fig. 8-56), depicts 

supernatural power that can be transmitted in a variety of ways and results in unbearable and 

devastating pain for its victim. The targets of such attacks supposedly feel as though their 

bodies are pierced by slivers of glass, nails, and metal fragments. Although this figure thus 

seems to perpetuate stereotypical views of one of the more sensational aspects of vodun belief 

(a concept which any American would call “voodoo”), it follows in the tradition of the bocio 

made for Fon kings, and is a more complicated object than it may appear. 

ART AND MODERNITY 

The late nineteenth century is seen by some as a time when the political, cultural, and artistic 

underpinnings of Yoruba and Fon culture were crumbling in the face of European colonial 

presence and the drastic changes it brought about in Africa. It is true that numerous art forms 
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declined in importance or ceased to be made at this time. In many ways, however, the period 

was also one of redirection and renewal, a time for exploring new possibilities. In Dahomey, 

as we have seen, artists who had been tied to the palace found new markets and modified 

their products for new patrons. Yoruba artists also found new patrons and markets. Wood 

carvers, for example, accepted commissions for works destined for Christian churches and 

governmental buildings. In addition, new materials and techniques introduced through 

contact with European culture enabled new art forms and styles. 

Brazilian Architecture 

Toward the end of the slave trade, great numbers of Yoruba were taken to the Caribbean and 

South America to work in the sugar industry. In Brazil and Cuba they became a dominant 

force in the local African cultures that developed. As slaves gained their independence, many 

Yoruba returned to West Africa. The technical knowledge brought back to the African coasts 

by these returnees increasingly spread to the other parts of the population. Their sense of 

finely finished work was admired, especially as it manifested itself in architecture. The 

architectural ideas they brought back with them changed the urban landscape in West Africa. 

Other Africans taken to Brazil were Muslim; and after winning their freedom in the New 

World they settled in Yoruba and Fon lands. During the 1890s a Muslim repatriate, 

Muhammad Shitta Bey, commissioned two mosques in Lagos. The work was entrusted to a 

Yoruba Brazilian Catholic architect, Joao Baptist Da Costa. Until its destruction in 1980, the 

Central Mosque, the second of Bey’s commissions, stood as a splendid example of the new 

Brazilian style (fig. 8-57). Da Costa drew on the architectural vocabulary of Portuguese 

Baroque colonial churches and administrative buildings he had known in Brazil. The ornate 

and dynamic style, with arches, pilasters, curves, and volutes, reaches ultimately back to 

seventeenth-century Europe, and its appearance in Africa marks the second time it crossed 

the Atlantic. Many such buildings along the coast of West Africa have been destroyed or are 

in need of repair. Even when there is a will to restore such structures, much past knowledge 

of techniques for woodwork, plastering, and decoration has been lost. 

Commercial buildings and homes were also constructed in the new style. As the Brazilian 

style caught on along the west coast of Africa and moved inland, creative variations filtered 

into vernacular architecture. In the modern portion of the palace at Ado Ekiti, in northern 

Yoruba country, a grand staircase calls attention to an entrance (fig. 8-58). Most noticeable is 

the symmetrical gateway at the top of the stairs. Here a cement openwork form is decorated 

with two heraldic lions above a group of three figures. The walkway along the upper level is 
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protected by a balustrade, some balusters replaced by ornamental cement latticework and a 

rising sun. Balusters support the staircase railing, while another cement openwork design 

takes their place on the small projecting balcony at the landing. Such features, originally 

inspired by Brazilian prototypes, gave way in some instances to figural forms and words. For 

example, the cost of construction might serve as a motif in a building’s decorative openwork. 

Pioneers of Nigerian Modernism 

By the first half of the twentieth century, art based on Western art practices appeared in 

Nigeria. One of the pioneers, Aina Onabolu (1882–1963), taught himself to paint with oils on 

canvas in the first few years of the century. Entranced by the ability of British artists such as 

Sir Joshua Reynolds to capture the outward appearance of people and objects, Onabolu 

sought to master European conventions in his portraits of influential Nigerians. Ironically, 

Onabolu’s contemporaries in Europe, Modernists such as Picasso and Matisse, were 

abandoning those conventions in favor of new approaches informed by African art. Onabolu 

was largely responsible for bringing Kenneth Murray (died 1972) to Nigeria to create a fine 

arts curriculum at King’s College in Lagos in 1927, and he encouraged younger artists to 

study Western art at home and abroad. He had an important impact upon the pioneering 

generation that included Akinola Lasekan (1916–72) and Ben Enwonwu (1918–94). 

Lasekan, an accomplished draughtsman, addressed political issues in his newspaper 

cartoons as early as the 1940s. Enwonwu, an Igbo (see chapter 9), was representative of the 

creative energy found in the teeming metropolis of Lagos, then the capital city. Here great 

numbers of Nigerians gathered to participate in a modern cultural milieu that was not so 

much Yoruba as Nigerian or African. Having studied in Lagos with Murray, Enwonwu left 

for England in 1944 to study at the Slade School of Fine Art and Goldsmiths College, and he 

attended Oxford University. He was the first Nigerian artist to win international acclaim, and 

in 1957 Queen Elizabeth II visited his studio to sit for a portrait commissioned by the colonial 

government. Although his controversial statue of the queen indicates that he was supported 

by colonizing authorities, Enwonwu was an ardent supporter of independence: 

We were fighting for the freedom of the black man all over the world including the Black 

Americans and of the diaspora. We were aware of our responsibilities, not just to our 

individual countries but to Africa as a whole.… We were all so conscious of the struggle 

against colonialism, and of nothing else. 
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Perhaps our view of the bronze sculpture Anyanwu (1961) (fig. 8-59) should be seen in the 

light of those ideas. One cast is displayed at the United Nations in New York and another at 

the Nigerian National Museum in Lagos. The title is sometimes translated as “The 

Awakening” but also as “The Rising Sun.” Produced soon after Nigeria attained 

independence, the allegorical female form may be seen as a symbol of African self-

determination. Some critics saw a pleasing contrast between the sinuous and abstracted body 

and the more naturalistic face. The headdress recalls the beaded crown of the Queen Mother 

of Benin (see fig. 9–61), adding a regal and historical reference (see chapter 9). 

Other students who worked with Murray became established artists as well, among them 

Christopher Ibeto, A. P. Umana, Uthman Ibrahim, D. L. K. Nnachi, and J. Ugoji. By 1952 an 

art school was established at Yaba Technical Institute in Lagos (now Yaba College of 

Technology). College art departments soon followed, and they in turn merged into the 

universities of the 1960s. 

Erhabor Emokpae (1934–84) studied at Yaba College and in London. He too was not 

Yoruba, but Edo. Emokpae worked in Lagos as a muralist, painter, and sculptor. Although 

some of his paintings are dramatically stark, he is best known for the elaborate mural he 

created for the Standard Bank (fig. 8-60). In keeping with the setting, the work incorporates 

images of African money, ranging from the cowries and manilas introduced into Africa 

centuries before, to modern coinage. The title Olokun refers to the Edo and Yoruba god of 

water and wealth (see fig. 9–6). 

Mbari Mbayo and Oshogbo 

National independence was a time of excitement and idealism in Nigeria. Artists who had 

been taught in universities, and artists who worked in traditional workshops, hosted African-

American and European visitors. Two of the best-known cultural explosions in Yorubaland 

were centered in the city of Oshogbo, where two groups of artists began working in the 

1960s, both inspired and supported by expatriates from Europe. 

A number of well-known Oshogbo artists developed from the Mbari Mbayo workshop, 

including Muraina, Oyelami, Adebisi Fabunmi, Twins Seven-Seven, Rufus Ogundele, Jacob 

Afolabi, and Jimoh Buraimo. Of this group, Prince Taiwo Olaniyi Oyewale-Toyeje Oyekale 

Osuntoki, better known as Prince Twins Seven-Seven, is the most colorful figure. His 

assumed name alludes to the fact that he was the last and only surviving child of seven sets of 

twins born to his mother. Sometimes referred to as a true renaissance man, Twins Seven-

Seven is an entrepreneur, a politician, a sportsman, and a singer, dancer, and bandleader 
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whose troupe has performed around the world. Like many of the Oshogbo School, Twins 

Seven-Seven does not limit himself to one medium. Best known for his paintings based on 

traditional Yoruba themes, he also draws, creates sculpture, designs textiles, and works in 

metal. 

Twins Seven-Seven creates canvases filled with fantastic images, some based on Yoruba 

myths and folktales or drawn from personal experiences and the imagination. His style is 

demonstrated in this early work in which the entire surface is covered with intricate abstract 

patterns that fill the background as well as the spaces within the outlines of the figures (fig. 8-

61). The subject matter, Healing of the Abiku Children, refers to abiku, spirits who tease 

women by being born as children but then die, only to be reborn several times more to the 

same mother. Such mothers may visit the babalawo seeking a means to bring to an end this 

seemingly endless and painful cycle of death and rebirth. Here, the mother, seated on a stool 

with her child tied to her back and another in her arms, awaits the word of the priest. 

Adebisi Akanji (born 1930s) started as a bricklayer on a 1960s project to restore the 

shrine of Osun in Oshogbo, undertaken by Austrian artist (and Yoruba priestess) Suzanne 

Wenger. Although a Muslim, Akanji was inspired to add his own relief touches to the wall 

(fig. 8-62). Here expressive relief images of orisha and human beings enliven a quasi-

architectural structure in concrete. Akanji was inspired during this period to respond to a 

competition to design an openwork balcony in the Brazilian style. Successful in the 

competition, Akanji went on to become a master of sculptural screenwork for balustrades and 

balconies. He expanded the form to create entire openwork walls, and his works were 

installed in such prestigious locations as the palace at Otun, the University of Ibadan, and the 

Nigerian Embassy in Washington, D.C. 

Yoruba women have long practiced a form of resist dyeing called adire (fig. 8-63). In 

adire, the design is painted onto the fabric using a starchy paste made from the cassava yam. 

The fabric is then dyed in a bath of indigo made of the leaves of a forest vine. The yam paste 

repels the dye, leaving the design in white against an indigo background. The pattern here is a 

traditional design called Olokun, after the sea goddess. Such adire patterns have been passed 

from mother to daughter, as have the techniques of stenciling, painting, and tying used to 

create them. 

Drawing on a heritage of textile arts in both weaving and dyeing, Oshogbo artists, both 

men and women, experimented with fabric and dye techniques. A later Oshogbo group artist, 

the textile artist Nike Davies-Okundaye (born 1951), learned textile arts and related skills 

from her family. Her great-grandmother, the iyadole or head of the women in her home town, 

practiced weaving as well as indigo adire dyeing. Davies-Okundaye was also among many 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 318



who worked in the theater and art groups in Oshogbo. Inspired by Georgina Beier’s 

workshops of the 1960s, she later established the “Nike Center for Arts and Culture” in 

Oshogbo in order to create jobs for young Nigerians and to encourage Nigerian women into 

the arts. Here Davies-Okundaiye and master teachers instruct students in sculpture, painting, 

embroidery, drawing, batik, adire, appliqué, and quilting. 

In her own adire and batik, Davies-Okundaye often includes a moral lesson, warning 

against the intentions of ill-willed persons or suggesting that the poor can be rich. Yoruba 

stories provide a wealth of subject matter, and although she was raised Catholic, she often 

refers to orisha (fig. 8-64). In this work, the focus of attention is centered on the sacrifice to 

Oshun, orisha of the Oshun River, balanced on the head of a woman. The central character 

brings to mind those images of bowl bearers in figures 8-27, 8-33, and 8-35, again referring 

to the efficacious spiritual role of the female worshiper. To the far left, a priest rings bells for 

the orisha, while drummers on either side beat rhythms for the goddess, who appears as an 

apparition over the drummer on the right. 

The Ona Group and Nigerian Universities 

The pioneering artists of the first half of the twentieth century were trained to a large extent at 

Yaba College or abroad. By the second half of the century a number of art departments had 

been established at universities across Nigeria, notably at Amadou Bello in Zaria, Nsukka, in 

the east, and at the University of Ife, later Obafemi Awolowo University. 

Founded at the University of Ife in Ile-Ife in 1989, the Ona group united a number of 

university-trained artists. Artists of the group grappled with the issues raised by the 

transformation of their society, which is in the process of recreating itself in response to its 

cultural roots, the colonial experience, and modern international urbanism. Their art 

consciously challenged ideas about modernism, about being African, about being modern 

artists in Africa. The Yoruba term ona refers to decoration, embellishment, design, or motif. 

As used by these artists, ona also relates to artistic vision. Many of the artists still explore the 

decorative motifs of the Yoruba past, looking to the rich history of pattern and design found 

in such Yoruba traditions as shrine painting, textile arts, and sculpture. 

The founder of the group, Moyo Okediji (born 1956), was then a professor of art at 

Obafemi Awolowo University. Holder of undergraduate and graduate degrees in art and a 

Ph.D. in art history, Okediji now teaches and has a curatorial position in Denver, Colorado, 

but he returns frequently to Ife. To establish links between his Western training in painting 

and his own cultural heritage, he has made an intensive study of the images painted by 

women on the walls of shrines. Yoruba shrine paintings are rare today, and little has been 
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recorded about them. Okediji visited shrines that his grandmother helped to paint and 

observed the painting techniques. One of the problems he assigned himself was to come to 

grips with the color palette used by Yoruba shrine artists. Following their lead, he learned to 

work with natural colors present in the environment or available in local markets. He mixed 

them with commercial binders for greater permanency. For Okediji the use of a Yoruba 

natural palette is a political statement, a conscious rejection of dependence on supplies from 

former colonial sources. In the process, he ties himself more closely to the earth and its 

products. 

Okediji used such pigments, which he calls “terrachrome,” in the large painting entitled 

Ero (fig. 8-65). The work raises issues that have to do with Yoruba ethnicity, but it also goes 

beyond such local concerns. The word ero means “propitiation.” The central image is the 

giant snail, which is used in all rituals of purification in Yoruba culture. Ceremonial objects 

are washed with snail liquid at the beginning of each year to cleanse them of all evil and 

malevolent powers to which they may have been exposed. Most Yoruba medicinal 

preparations include the liquid for its prophylactic and therapeutic qualities. The awe with 

which the snail is regarded as a magical creature is exemplified in the saying, “With neither 

arm nor leg, the snail patiently climbs even the tallest of trees.” The metaphor alludes to the 

way disadvantaged people challenge and even surmount the most difficult problems. 

Around the snail are images from the everyday lives of Africans, including some 

introduced and adopted following the colonial encounter, such as cars and bicycles. The 

painting suggests that the snail, as a purifying agent, cleans Africa of the impurities and 

maladies resulting from colonial contact and contamination. 

Another Ile-Ife artist, Agbo Folarin (born 1936), holds graduate degrees in both fine arts 

and architecture. He has also designed sets and costumes for films, Olympic Games 

performances, and theatrical productions. In the tradition of such Yoruba masters as Olowe of 

Ise, and like the Oshogbo school artist Akanji, Folarin produces sculptural works that become 

part of an architectural structure, creating shapes in fiberglass, aluminum, steel, or copper, 

riveting or welding them together. 

Figures involved in student protest, soccer, netball, calisthenics, and weight training 

parade across the large-scale, riveted aluminum screen Folarin created at Obafemi Awolowo 

University, where he teaches (fig. 8-66). Perhaps recalling figural compositions on door 

panels created by Yoruba masters of the past, they demonstrate that although the subject is 

modern and the techniques are foreign, Folarin is able to create an art that melds the Yoruba 

past and present. 
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Contemporary artists in Lagos 

Lagos is not only the largest city in Africa; it is still the cultural center of Nigeria. As in the 

years after independence, it is a place of innovation. Urban planners look to Lagos, with its 

flourishing informal sector and a population that survives in spite of inconceivable problems, 

as a twenty-first-century megapolis. While many Yoruba maintain their identity as a 

distinctive ethnic group in the metropolitan region of Lagos, they interact with a huge 

population of foreigners and people from almost all the ethnic groups in Nigeria, providing 

an astonishing cultural environment and contributing to the reinforcement of the 

cosmopolitan nature of the city, 

One of the artists working in this multiethnic milieu is J. D. ‘Okhai Ojeikere (born 1930). 

Ojeikere has worked as a photographer for the government and for an advertising agency, and 

now is head of his own photographic studio. In 1968, when he was employed by the Nigerian 

Arts Council’s Festival of Visual Arts, he decided to document the intricate, stunning 

hairstyles popular in Nigeria at the time. He has produced about a thousand black and white 

photographs of women’s hair arranged for traditional ceremonies or styled by experts in 

Nigeria’s beauty salons (fig. 8-67). 

Among the Yoruba, coiffure reinforces the importance of and emphasis on the head as the 

seat of the individual’s spiritual being, the inner head. Yoruba women regard dressing the 

hair as a mark of honor to the inner head as well as an important social signifier that indicates 

possibly her marital status, her state of mind, or some important occasion. Yoruba women 

grow their hair long and work it into complicated crown-like designs not only to honor the ori 

inu but also to enhance their physical beauty. This photograph by Ojeikere seems to 

document a hairstyle that would exemplify these social, aesthetic, and philosophical ideals 

For Ojeikere, these photographs of glorious crowns serve as a documented memory of the 

past and a witness to a culture in constant evolution. The images that Ojeikere carefully 

recorded over three decades not only predate many of the scholarly studies of the distinctive 

art form of hair sculpture, but underscore the ever-changing nature of the form. As Ojeikere 

says, “All these hairstyles are ephemeral. I want my photographs to be noteworthy traces of 

them. I always wanted to record moments of beauty, moments of knowledge. Art is life. 

Without art, life would be static.” 

Contemporary Art in the Republic of Cotonou 

The contemporary art scene in Cotonou, the modern capital of Benin, has been somewhat 

modest in comparison to Lagos. The universities of the Republic of Benin have produced art 

graduates, but many fewer than those coming from Nigerian universities. In fact, Benin’s 
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most famous artist never studied art at the university level. Georges Adéagbo (born 1942) 

completed a two-year law course in Côte d’Ivoire and continued his studies in France, before 

returning to Benin in 1971. Living in a Cotonou neighborhood, Adéagbo began to cover the 

surfaces of the courtyards and streets with hundreds of found objects, with pages from books, 

and with passages from his own writing. The objects were selected and arranged in 

accordance to Adéagbo’s views of philosophy and political science, but the finished art works 

are not easy to interpret (fig. 8-68). 

Adéagbo has suffered conflict with his family and has endured bouts of mental illness. 

Foreign critics thus see Adéagbo as a troubled individual, an archetypical artist, driven to 

create fantastic scenes in response to inner desires. African artists who have trained in 

academic institutions or been apprenticed to demanding masters in community-based 

workshops do not share these views of artistic experience, and find Adéagbo’s position much 

more difficult to understand. Western critics use the terms “assemblage,” “installation,” and 

“site-specific sculpture” to describe his work, but those concepts arise from a series of 

experiments by modern and postmodern artists in the West, and they have no direct 

equivalent in Benin. Publications about the artist address issues of current interest but do not 

address how the artist himself would describe his work. 

In 1993, a French curator visited Adéagbo’s home and photographed what he saw. Since 

then, Adéagbo has prepared installations in Venice and won numerous awards. Collectors and 

curators have reconstituted his art for expositions in Geneva, London, Copenhagen, 

Johannesburg, Sao Paolo, Philadelphia, and Houston. Although Adéagbo’s work is intensely 

personal, and although it fits comfortably within the quirky postmodern art world of the 

twenty-first century, some of its underlying ideas (such as the play of word and image) draw 

upon Fon royal arts of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, while the accumulation of 

mysterious, powerful objects can be linked to the shrines of vodun. 
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9 The Lower Niger 

THE LOWER REACHES OF THE GREAT Niger River embrace diverse cultures as well as varied 

topographical and ecological features. The lowlands and mangrove swamps of the delta region, 

where the river fans into the Gulf of Guinea, are home to the Ijo peoples. Immediately 

northward, in a region of tropical rainforest now largely cleared for farming, live various Edo 

(Urhobo, Isoko, Itsekiri, and the Benin kingdom) and Igbo groups. Further north the forest 

shades into hilly grasslands, home to still other Edo (e.g. Okpella) peoples, and to the Igala and 

the Idoma. The Ibibio live in the far eastern coastal area near the Cross River. 

The notable artistic diversity of the area, however, appears to stem less from environmental 

factors than from social and political institutions, as well as historical experiences and 

interactions. Lower Niger societies range in structure from the egalitarian communities of the 

Igbo to the hierarchical, centralized Edo kingdom of Benin, which begins this chapter. Benin was 

and is an important regional power that received European envoys from the late fifteenth century 

onward. The Ijo, too, have traded with Europeans for most of their known history. A fishing 

people, their society is organized into trading houses, also called canoe houses, whose leaders are 

quite powerful. Fewer European influences were evident in the northern grasslands until 

recently. There, Edo and Idoma farmers are grouped in chieftaincies, while the Igala form a 

kingdom that was in contact with, and at times a vassal to, Benin. In fact most of these cultures 

have been interacting with one another in various ways for many centuries. 

BENIN: SIX CENTURIES OF ROYAL ARTS 

The kingdom of Benin became centralized during the thirteenth or early fourteenth century under 

a dynasty that is now considered mostly legendary. It was further consolidated under a second 

dynasty, founded from the Yoruba city of Ife by a prince named Oranmiyan (see page 229). This 

second dynasty, which is believed to date to the late fourteenth century, continues to the present 

day. During the fifteenth century Benin became an imperial power, conquering several 

neighboring peoples and extending the borders of her empire in several directions. In part with 

the help of the Portuguese, who established relations beginning in 1485, the empire reached its 

greatest geographic extent during the sixteenth century. 

Viewed as sacred, the king or oba of Benin is at the ideological center of Benin culture, even 

today, just as his palace is at the geographical center of much of the Edo-speaking world (see fig. 

9-3). Most Benin art forms feature the king and, secondarily, his court officials, chiefs, warriors,

or musicians. The king is also the principal patron of the arts, and oral histories remember 
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specific kings in part for the sorts of art objects they introduced. 

While some archaeology has been conducted, the art of Benin survives primarily through its 

continuous residence in the royal palace and in chiefs’ houses. Its presence today-in museums 

and private collections in Europe and the United States is a result of the notorious events of 

1897. In January of that year a British officer wanted to visit the king in Benin City during a 

period when the king was offering sacrifices to his ancestors. Deeming a visit at this time 

inauspicious, chiefs warned the officer to stay away, to return later. He pressed on, however, and 

as he neared the city warriors ambushed and killed him and most of his party. The British navy 

quickly retaliated with an attack known as the Benin Punitive Expedition. Encountering human 

sacrifices as they entered the capital, the British officers burned much of the palace and city, 

exiled the kings, and removed thousands of art objects associated with Benin’s religion and 

kingship (fig. 9-2).These were sent to Europe, where they were sold as curios. In 1914 the king’s 

son was allowed to restore the monarchy and to begin rebuilding the palace, but Benin as an 

empire was a thing of the past. Some of the finest Benin art has since been returned to Nigeria, 

and can be seen in museums there. 

The arts of the Benin court have been active instruments and more passive mirrors of 

leadership, ritual, belief, policy, and propaganda for over five hundred years. Interpretations of 

the place of art in the worldview and belief system of Benin, and of this art’s historical and 

stylistic changes, are the focuses of this section. The very extensive literature on Benin art and 

culture, the corpus of several thousand known works of art, and this art’s historical depth, all 

militate against any one interpretation being definitively true, and the interpretations offered here 

are similarly tentative. 

Art, Ideology, and the Benin World 

The map on page 131 indicates both the extent of the Benin empire during the sixteenth century, 

the time of its greatest territorial reach, and the location of the capital city, also called Benin, 

roughly at its center. And a plan of Benin City prior to its sack in 1897 shows the palace at the 

center, surrounded on most sides by the compounds of lesser chiefs, titled nobles, craftspeople, 

and other court members (fig. 9-3). The map and the plan, both of a roughly concentric design, 

bear out Benin ideology. In Benin thought, the sacred king is the center point. From him, a 

sequence of circles radiates outward. The first circle includes his chiefs, the nobles, protectors, 

and supporters; the next embraces guilds of craftspeople and artists. Next are villages that pay 

allegiance and tribute. Farther out still are enemy peoples or strangers, such as the Portuguese 
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who came from across the seas, or the Igala, who became vassals. 

In processions and other ceremonies, the oba is central among his court members, flanked 

by, with his arms often supported by, designated titleholders (fig. 9-4). He is transformed by his 

costume and regalia into a work of art, a walking pyramidal assemblage of symbolic materials 

and emblems. He wears cloth woven by his weavers’ guild and embellished with many regal 

motifs. His tunic and headdress are fashioned of coral beads, his armlets of ivory. In fact every 

aspect of the king’s dress, as well as all his ritual gestures, contributes to his central role in 

maintaining order in the universe. His multi-layered wrapper creates a wide conical base, 

expanding him to larger-than-life size, as befits a divinity. The wrapper also hides his legs, 

considered dangerous and mysterious. His headdress points upward like a spiritual antenna to the 

celestial realm while adding height to the regal image. The result is a living version of the 

hierarchical composition notable in such art objects as the ikengobo, the altar to the hand, 

prowess, and accomplishment of the king (see fig. 9-1, discussed in more detail below). This 

complex copper alloy casting, with high relief forms around the cylinder in two registers, and an 

hierarchical group rendered in three dimensions on the top, was made for an eighteenth-century 

king. The monumentality of the oba, shown enlarged relative to others here and in most Benin 

art forms, is also evident in equestrian statues, where the size of the animal is diminished in 

relation to the dominant king. The horse also elevates the oba, whose position should be both 

physically and figuratively superior to the peoples under his rule. 

The king is also at the center of his world viewed as a vertical continuum, for he and his 

visible earthly palace stand between the sky-world of Osanobua, the remote creator god, and the 

worlds of ancestral and other spirits (underground but also at large in the world), including 

powerful Olokun, god of wealth, fertility, and the great waters of the world (Olokun’s wives are 

the rivers). The palace turrets (one is seen partly broken in fig. 9-5), vertical transition points 

where the terrestrial realm touches the celestial, are pyramidal, a stable form that evokes the 

mass of the oba in his ceremonial regalia. Both shapes recall a segment of the annual igue 

ceremony, a rite dedicated to blessing the oba’s head, thus renewing his access to spiritual 

power, when an official attempts unsuccessfully to physically move the seated king. 

Symbolically, both the person and the office are to be seen as unshakable. During igue, the 

sacred king is both proven to be enduring and spiritually reenergized so that he, and his kingdom, 

can carry on. 

The pyramidal shapes of steeples and king are linked symbolically to the towering termite 
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mounds found in this region of Africa. One of the king’s praise names is “Termite Mound,” an 

allusion to his mysterious, fertile, and impregnable nature. In Benin belief, termite hills are held 

to be numinous and spiritually powerful. Their sundried, cement-hard clay is a metaphor for the 

king’s invulnerability and the queen termite, like the oba, is a font of fertility. 

Long snakes of cast copper alloy were affixed to the sides of palace turrets (they are 

documented in photographs of the palace taken just after the British raid, see fig. 9-2; one is 

depicted on the plaque in figure 9-5). At the top of each steeple stood a figure of a bird with 

outstretched wings, also cast in a copper alloy (a bird, since broken off, was originally depicted 

atop the turret on the plaque in figure 9-5). The roof snakes undulate downward, as if connecting 

the bird’s sky-world with the king’s earth. 

Most scholars refer to the snakes as pythons; a few believe them to be puff adders. The Edo 

associate the adder with accumulating wealth, and wealth in Benin is accumulated by the king. 

Poisonous puff adders also suggest the power of the oba to take human life. The puff adder has 

other characteristics as well that make its symbolic identification with the king persuasive. It is a 

stout, slow, heavy creature that waits for its prey; food comes to it. It is placid, but with deadly 

venom. The oba, slow because weighted down by regalia, waits in the palace for tribute and 

visiting dignitaries to come to him. Indeed, before the twentieth century the king rarely left the 

palace. Thus the puff adder is a symbol of good luck and abundance and, specifically applied to 

the king, a metaphor for his ability to sit placidly, if grandly, inside the palace, where he receives 

precious goods, medicines, and tribute. The palace entrance is called “rushing gate” for precisely 

this reason. Still another serpent, the red-lined snake, is often associated with the gentle deity 

Olokun because of its beauty, aquatic habits, and non-poisonous nature. Pythons too are 

considered beautiful and are said to be the rainbows that are through the sky, another 

phenomenon associated with Olokun, in association with whom they are called “beauty snakes.” 

Clearly, different snakes enact various metaphorical roles, and ambiguity seems deliberate, as it 

is in poetry. Benin artists were not always concerned with anatomical accuracy in their 

renderings, and their snakes appear to have stood for multiple species. 

The birds, for their part, may well be fish eagles, emblems in Benin of high rank, 

achievement, wisdom, and dignity. These noble birds may be raised within the palace (as they 

are among the Benin-influenced Oguta Igbo); they were sacrificed during igue, formerly, along 

with a pair of leopards, considered kings of the wilderness. The bird is typically shown grasping 

a snake in its talons. The bird-serpent combat may be another instance of a motif distributed 
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widely in the world, often with cosmological implications. Here in the Benin palace, specifically 

because of the king’s superhuman and mediating powers, “the snake and eagle meet—the 

world’s foundations tremble,” in the words of the English poet Percy Shelley, who was not 

referring, of course, to Benin iconography. 

Termite hill clay is employed in many rituals. It is among the mystical ingredients used, for 

example, to construct shrines to Olokun. The name Olokun means “owner of the ocean.” He is 

the popular, benign god of childbirth, water, wealth, harmony, purity, beauty, and goodness. He 

is worshiped largely by women. His principal color is the white of riverine clay and cowrie 

shells, both given as offerings, both seen in abundance in his shrines (fig. 9-6). In the shrine 

shown here, the stepped platforms and some of the figural inhabitants are painted white; strings 

of cowries hang from the ceiling, while others adorn the platform and the offering bowl in front 

of the deity. Cowries, once a form of currency in this region, stand for Olokun’s wealth. 

The reciprocity between Olokun and the Benin king is layered and complex. The red coral 

beads worn by the king were originally Olokun’s. The fifteenth-century king Ewuare is believed 

to have wrestled them away from the deity during the period when the Portuguese were in fact 

trading them into the kingdom. The king’s coral, part of his vast wealth, is said to be stored in 

Olokun’s underwater palace. The deity’s earthly shrines, like his image, imitate Benin royal 

precepts: hierarchical composition, an entourage of supporters, elaborate regalia, a rich palatial 

environment. The shrine figures are modeled by devotees from a combination of river mud, 

white sand, and anthill clay. In addition to a representation of the deity, shrine figures often 

include Olokun’s wives, some with children, and his servants. As with his worshipers, more 

women than men are represented, for Olokun’s special concerns are women’s fertility and 

productivity. In the shrine shown here, a coral-bedecked Olokun sits high on the left, while off to 

the right is an unusual, white-robed image of Osanobua, Olokun’s father (creator gods are very 

rarely depicted in African art). Several figures in the shrine have been adorned with silver and 

gold pigments, as if to emphasize the god as a font of wealth and abundance; these rich colors 

are fairly recent additions to Olokun symbolism. Earlier photographs of Olokun shrines often 

show an abundance of pure white clay found on riverbanks; this clay (called kaolin), symbolic of 

Olokun’s purity and beauty, is given Olokun by worshipers in sacrificial offerings. 

Plaques 

Prominent in the artistic legacy of Benin are brass plaques that depict various motifs and scenes 
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in relief (see figs. 9-5, 9-7). Nearly one thousand plaques are known, many of them masterful 

lost-wax castings. Most plaques depict royals, chiefs, court members, warriors, musicians, and 

sometimes Portuguese men, who traded with and aided Benin in the late fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries. Human figures are usually modeled in high relief, with static poses, on a 

comparatively neutral, textured background, often a quatrefoil design associated by scholars with 

Olokun. Attendants of varying sizes stand in stiffly frontal poses, as if in a kind of ceremonial 

posture, with many details of their regalia or dress and held objects precisely rendered. Still other 

plaques show animals such as leopards (symbolizing the king), mudfish and crocodiles, familiars 

of Olokun, as well as occasional domestic animals. Not many plaques appear to have any 

narrative content, although a few seem to record important historical events. 

Scholars have suggested that the plaques served as mnemonic devices, recording the dozens 

of ranks and many ceremonies at the Benin court. They may indeed have done this, but probably 

as a secondary function. Their primary purpose appears to have been to embellish the pillars and 

perhaps the walls of the palace. Most plaques are dated to the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, when contact with the Portuguese was intense. It was the Portuguese who brought 

quantities of metal used by the royal brasscasters’ guild to make plaques and other court objects. 

Some scholars believe the rectangular plaque format to be a Portuguese influence, derived 

perhaps from illustrated books. 

The oba’s identification with Olokun is dramatized in a plaque that portrays the king in a 

mystical, spiritual aspect (fig. 9-7). The king is shown grasping apparently docile leopards by 

their tails and holding them aloft in a heraldic pose. Another of the king’s praise names is 

“leopard of the house,” a reference to his authority as the only person in the kingdom who can 

take human life or authorize the taking of it. This symmetrical balancing act—one nobody wants 

to attempt even with domestic kittens—is clearly metaphorical, an expression of the king’s 

control over the leopard, ruler of the forest, and thus over all creatures. The king sacrifices a pair 

of leopards at his installation and formerly sacrificed them as well at igue, the rite that reaffirms 

his powers and the world order. For ideological purposes in aggrandizing the king, the leopards 

here are rendered the size of house cats. 

From the bottom of the king’s robe extend two mudfish where we would expect legs. On a 

simple symbolic level, the fish suggest the king’s identification with Olokun, whose realm is 

water. A more complex interpretation derives from oral traditions about the early fifteenth-

century king Ohen, who apparently was paralyzed. To hide his deformity in a culture where this 
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would have been taken as indicating infirmity in the kingdom itself, he had himself carried into 

public audiences. Notably as well, some species of mudfish give off an electric charge, which 

would be appropriate in symbolism of the king. In any case the plaque must be seen as a means 

of visibly declaring the oba to be divine, mysterious, and of superhuman strength, notions 

reinforced elsewhere in Benin iconography. An alternative interpretation focuses on the king’s 

dual powers to take human life, symbolized by his control over the leopard, and to create or 

produce life, suggested by his identification with Olokun, god of fertility and wealth. 

Another plaque apparently reproduces the interior of a palace courtyard shrine with its 

sloping steepled roof (fig. 9-5). Two posts flank what seems to be an altar, and two more support 

the roof at its ends. On the altar’s top step between the two center posts are two stone axes and 

two guardian leopards. Warriors holding shields and spears flank the altar, with slightly shorter 

attendants beside them. The posts are decorated with even smaller vertically stacked figures in 

relief. Interestingly, these figures probably represent plaques—many show single figures—as 

they were once displayed. 

Yet another plaque depicts two elaborated dressed Benin warriors, each of whom grasps and 

threatens enemy captives (fig. 9-8). The latter are differentiated from Benin men by both their 

garments and their facial scars, and well as by smaller stature. Six much more diminutive 

ancillary warriors and musicians fill the rectangular plaque format with dense detail. This 

obvious record of both warfare and action—possibly the depiction of a specific battle now lost to 

scholarship—is relatively rare in the vast inventory of plaques, and this one is also composed 

asymmetrically, which is also uncommon. What is very typical, on the other hand, is the 

meticulous recording of clothing, military regalia, and handheld objects. 

Royal Altars 

“Great Head” is another of the king’s praise names, and one that serves well to introduce royal 

altars, which are dedicated to the heads of past kings as well as that of the current ruler. The head 

leads the body; it is the body’s most important part, the seat of wisdom and judgment and well-

being, just as the Great Head leads the Benin body politic. In depicting full figures, Benin 

sculptors emphasize the importance of the oba’s head by enlarging it and his neck proportionally 

to about a third to a fifth of the total figure height, as, for example, the oba depicted on the altar 

to the hand, ikegobo (fig. 9-1). This portable alterpiece once received sacrifices to promote the 

king’s (and kingdom’s) skill and success in physical undertakings, such as warfare. 

Royal ancestral altars, on the other hand, are composite complexes of charged materials and 
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objects arranged on a semi-circular clay platform (fig. 9-9). The one shown here is that of the 

early twentieth-century king Eweka II (ruled 1914–33). Its dramatic impact comes mainly from 

the four sculpted heads and the great carved elephant tusks that seem to sprout from their 

crowns. These four elements frame the shrine and focus attention inward. The dark cluster of 

staffs (ukhurhe), used to call ancestral spirits, stacked against the wall, and especially the 

figurative centerpiece in front of them, add visual interest, depth, and further support to the 

overall hierarchical structure, which the central sculpture reiterates in its own composition. 

Several bells and other small objects add further texture (and symbolism), as do the state swords 

leaning against the wall. Even the sacrificial blood dripping down the front of the platform 

contributes to the visual experience, leading the viewer’s eye up and back to the sculptural 

group. Horizontal ridges on the wall behind effectively stop one’s view, directing it to the center 

or perhaps laterally, to other altars nearby. All these components have constellations of meaning 

that contribute variously to the importance and enduring value of Benin kingship, which is what 

this and similar “head” altars are all about. It is here that ancestral kings are fed (with sacrificial 

blood) and prayed to, so that they will protect the kingdom and aid in its prosperity. The main 

officiant is the living oba, whose power derives from these ancestors and from the coral beads 

they have passed down to him. 

Many sculpted heads are known from Benin, created variously of brass, ivory, terracotta, and 

wood. The materials are used hierarchically, with brass heads reserved exclusively for altars to 

kings and queen mothers, because cast brass is enduring; like kingship, it does not rust or 

corrode. In earlier times, brass heads were polished to a brightness appreciated as beautiful and 

inviting, yet simultaneously to a color considered red, and thus threatening. The king, too, 

attracts people with his beautiful garments, but he also repels with the power of his red coral 

beads, which are re-consecrated annually with sacrificial blood. Similarly, the imposing tusks on 

these altars are the weapons of the mighty elephant, who, like the ferocious leopard and 

predatory eagle, is a metaphor for the king and his powers. “Wherever the elephant faces is the 

road” is a proverb about the elephant’s, and the king’s, military might. But here the tusks have 

been tamed, as it were, transformed into works of art by the detailed relief carvings that cover 

their surfaces. The drawing in figure 9-10 catalogues the motifs carved on one such tusk, which 

include the oba, royal supporters, metaphorical animals, and other key symbols. The oba is often 

shown multiple times on carved tusks; here, a column of kings and officials extends along the 

central axis. Each king once commissioned a set of tusks for the altar he consecrated to his 
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father’s head and memory. Ivory itself was a valued commodity in external trade and brought 

much revenue to Benin, especially to the king, who received one tusk of every elephant killed in 

the kingdom. Tusks on altars were often bleached and sometimes rubbed with white clay, kaolin, 

to pure whiteness, another reminder of the king’s relationship to Olokun. 

Each newly installed king also pours the first crucible in casting the central altarpiece that 

becomes the focal point of his father’s shrine, the figural group that depicts his father with major 

courtiers and chiefs. In the centerpiece on the altar in figure 9-9, the former king is shown in full 

ceremonial regalia, including the powerful garment made of Olokun’s coral beads. He holds aloft 

a ceremonial sword, eben, with which he dances to honor his ancestors. An actual sword leans 

against the back of the shrine. 

Both a certain redundancy and a multi-referential quality pervade Benin shrine complexes, as 

they do other aspects of art in this kingdom. The small brass altarpiece echoes the larger altar, 

which is composed from many materials and objects. One commemorative head or tusk is not 

enough, there must be four or six. Not a few beads, but an entire garment of them. Not one bell 

to call the ancestral spirits, but several, most being miniature versions of palace steepled roofs. 

Not one wooden staff, but many, which together—each with its piling up of bamboo-like 

segments that signify the piling up of generations—represent the temporal depth of a family 

dynasty as well as its multiple powers. 

The many extant cast brass heads also represent more than four hundred years of 

commemorating Benin kings and queen mothers, from the fifteenth until the late nineteenth 

centuries. While an exact chronology is not agreed upon, the historical progression of styles 

shown in figure 9-11 is generally accepted. According to this rough chronology, the thinnest 

castings, usually the most naturalistic of the heads, are the earliest (fig. 9-12). Although the facial 

features on these early works are not realistic enough for imitative portraits (lips, noses, ears, and 

sometimes eyes are conventionalized), the heads are quite sensitively modeled, and many are 

very strong sculptures. Some scholars believe that heads of males such as this example do not 

commemorate Benin kings but rather depict conquered rulers, and that they were displayed on 

war shrines as trophies of victory. However, early period heads of females clearly depict a queen 

mother with characteristic tall conical hairstyle overlain with coral beads. 

Middle period heads, usually dated from the late seventeeth through early nineteenth 

centuries, are heavier, bulkier, and taller than early examples, and were meant to support ivory 

tusks (fig. 9-13). Beaded collars, which on early period heads conform with the neck, now form a 
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cylinder from which the head seems to emerge. This head represents an oba, with a hole in the 

center of the head to hold the elephant tusk. Facial features are both larger and more 

conventionalized than those of the early period. The heads on the altar discussed earlier (see fig. 

9-9) are middle period examples, cast after the 1914 restoration of the monarchy. They are

distinguished from early and late period heads by the flanges encircling their bases, and by their 

elaborate crowns. 

The origins of the custom of casting commemorative heads and the source of the casting 

technology itself are uncertain. Oral traditions record that the current Benin dynasty was founded 

by a Yoruba prince from Ife (sec chapter 8), and reciprocal ritual relations have long been 

maintained between the two kingdoms. The relationship between Ife and Benin is in fact 

demonstrated by a small sculpture depicting an oni of Ife wearing full regalia that was dug up in 

Benin (fig. 9-14). Some scholars believe that the techniques of lost-wax casting and the relative 

naturalism of early period heads derive from Ife and this sculpture would seem to corroborate 

such a view. Others accept the Yoruba origins of casting technology but dispute the stylistic 

links. Judging from the evidence of the art works themselves, it seems unlikely that the Benin 

heads, confidently cast but stylized, are the direct descendants of the supremely lifelike and 

naturalistic heads of Ife, however idealized both sets of castings may be. 

Portuguese Presence in Benin Arts 

Portuguese ships arrived on the Atlantic shores southwest of Benin in the 1480s, and 

immediately a trading relationship was established for mutual benefit. From the Portuguese 

Benin received cloth, cowrie shells, coral, brass, and eventually weapons, offering in return 

ivory, spices, and later slaves. For some years scholars have postulated that these light-skinned 

foreigners arriving over the ocean in huge ships bearing exotic kinds of wealth may have been 

perceived by the Edo as emissaries of their popular deity Olokun. The apparently warm reception 

given the Portuguese, and especially their dynamic integration into Benin art forms, most of 

which are adjuncts to ritual, would seem to confirm this theory. 

Images of Portuguese in brass, ivory, and wood appear on regalia, on plaques, and even as 

freestanding statuary probably displayed on altars. The finely detailed Portuguese soldier 

illustrated here almost certainly stood on a royal altar prior to its removal from Benin in 1897 

(fig. 9-15). The man holds a matchlock at the ready and wears precisely rendered military 

garments of a style dated to the sixteenth century. The alert, slightly bent-kneed stance and the 

position of the arms give the figure a more dynamic posture than those in which Benin officials 
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or Portuguese are usually shown. Benin artists did not discriminate against the Portuguese 

outsider. No hint of criticism or caricature is visible here. Rather, as in nearly all Benin art, the 

Portuguese are depicted with the kind of objective neutrality that implies their full acceptance 

and participation in Benin despite, or perhaps because of, their “stranger” status. 

Portuguese visitors are also depicted on two sensitive and exquisitely carved ivory faces of 

Edo queens, where a series of their bearded heads appear in a kind of corona at the top of the 

head. One of these beautiful objects, believed to have been carved around 1540–70, is illustrated 

here (fig. 9-16). These rare and precious objects are among four ivory works said to represent the 

queen mother, Idia, wife of oba Ozolua and mother of oba Esigie. Judging from recent ritual 

practice, they did not cover a wearer’s face like a mask, but were suspended from the waist or 

chest of the king. Today similar ivory pendants (leopard heads and plaque-like objects with 

hieratic motifs) are worn at the king’s waist. The exact meanings of these pendants are not 

known. They may have been protective, or they may have identified the king with certain powers 

such as the queen mother’s supernatural abilities, the leopard’s military ferocity, and Olokun’s 

wealth and beauty. 

Masks and Masquerades 

Although this ivory face, along with a large number of copper-alloy pendants representing 

human and animal heads, is often referred to as a “mask,” none is the sort of mask worn over the 

face to create a new persona, in the manner of most masks discussed in this book. Normally only 

one type of face-concealing mask is danced in Benin City, in a masquerade known as odudua 

(fig. 9-17). In keeping with the materials so frequently used for court-related art forms, odudua 

masks are brass. They appear as part of the new yam harvest and first fruits festival in a ritual 

titled ugie odudua, named after the Ife king whose princely son Oranmiyan founded the current 

dynasty. The masquerade itself was initiated by Oba Eresonyen (ruled c. 1735) to represent and 

commemorate the founding members of that new line. A quintessentially royal masquerade in 

history, form, and purpose, ugie odudua features seven maskers who gesture with sacred 

implements as they dance back and forth seven times before the king. Masking officials are 

important chiefly titleholders and caretakers of deities brought from Ife. Their dancing expresses 

their loyalty to the living king and his protection by them and by the dynastic ancestors 

embodied in the masks. 

With a few significant exceptions during igue, no other masquerade is allowed to perform in 

the palace or in Benin City. At the same time, chiefs of all ranks wear (or once wore) mask-
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shaped brass pendants at their waists, as the king himself wears one of ivory. By banning all 

“true” masking apart from ugie odudua, which so explicitly supports the king, the Benin 

hierarchy keeps the sorts of power embodied in typical masquerades at a non-threatening 

distance. It would seem that the king wants to keep away the kinds of anonymous and often 

unruly maskers who, elsewhere, sometimes take both spiritual and political power into their own 

hands. The wearing of mask-like pendants at the waist would seem to express royal control of 

powers elsewhere embodied in true masks. 

Today, the king of Benin is still a viable, powerful leader of his people despite—and perhaps 

because of—the existence of the national and state governments. The king and the rituals he still 

conducts, such as igue, which annually revitalizes the very concept of sacred kingship, provide 

focus, continuity, and stability for the Edo people and their neighbors. 

Benin City today is a thriving modern metropolis, and the seat of a major university. One of 

the artists who has taught at the University of Benin is Princess Elizabeth Olowo, a daughter of 

the late Oba Akenzua II (see fig. 9-4) and a sister of the reigning king. Her royal status has 

allowed this sculptor to cast in both cement and bronze even though women (who cannot join the 

king’s brass casting guild) never worked in these media in the past. A prolific artist and noted 

teacher, Princess Olowo has created a monument to the Nigerian Civil War (also known as the 

Biafra War), the conflict of the late 1960s that brought bloodshed and suffering to this region of 

Nigeria (fig. 9-18). Although many of the dead were civilians, this lifesize work shows two of 

the soldiers who fought in the horrendous civil war. Unlike older historical Benin art, this 

sculptural group depicts vivid action, and in keeping with earlier arts of this kingdom, it shows 

meticulous descriptive detail. 

IGBO UKWU 

The earliest art yet discovered in the Lower Niger region comes from an archaeological site in 

the heart of Igbo territory named Igbo Ukwu, after a nearby village group. Excavations at a 

single family compound there have uncovered a rich burial, a shrine-like cache of prestige goods, 

and a refuse pit with additional artifacts. The objects form an extraordinary corpus of copper-

alloy (mostly leaded-bronze) sculpture and decorated pottery in a refined, meticulous style that 

has no parallel elsewhere in tropical Africa. On the evidence of several radiocarbon samples, the 

finds date to the ninth and tenth centuries AD, making them the oldest known firmly dated 

copper-alloy castings south of the Sahara. Many other cast bronzes associated with leaders and 
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ritual all over the Niger Delta, moreover, suggest that these early finds from Igbo Ukwu are part 

of a large complex of arts forms made for and revered by many different peoples. It is even 

possible that West African copper alloy casting originated in this region. 

Archaeological evidence combined with recent ethnographic work indicates that these superb 

works were associated with an early specialized clan of ritual leaders, the Nri, an Igbo people 

whose direct descendants still live in the same area. The Nri today continue to perform some of 

the rituals that they apparently did during the tenth century. They also pay allegiance to a king, 

or eze, who was probably then, as he is now, more a ritual leader than a political one. 

A painting based upon archaeological data reconstructs the probable original appearance of 

the burial uncovered at Igbo Ukwu (fig. 9-19). The deceased was seated upright. If he was not 

the king of the Nri peoples, he must have been a very high official, judging from the sumptuous 

regalia he wore and the fine artifacts that accompanied him. One of his feet was raised on an 

elephant tusk, and another tusk lay nearby. Cast and hammered copper-alloy ornaments adorned 

him or were placed nearby, including a fan-like object and a headdress, both probably once 

decorated with eagle feathers. The burial contained more than one hundred thousand beads, 

many of which had been imported from Indian Ocean sites well beyond Africa. Considered 

valuable, beads often serve as a form of currency in Africa, and such a vast accumulation 

suggests that tenth-century Nri peoples were very wealthy. Clearly they were engaged in long-

distance trade. 

One small casting found with the burial implies both travel and trade (fig. 9-20). Depicting 

an equestrian figure, it served as either a flywhisk handle or a staff finial. Horses even today are 

prestige animals associated with leaders and title-taking among the Igbo and their northern 

neighbors, the Igala, who are related to the Nri. In recent centuries, and probably earlier, all 

horses were imported, as sleeping sickness precluded a long life for them in the forest zone. The 

rider’s face displays scarification patterns called ichi, which are still linked with both titles and 

the Nri people. In all likelihood, then, the horseman represents an early Igbo leader. The 

rendering of the mount, which may be a mule or donkey, is schematic, as if the wax model had 

been composed of many small rope-like and chevron units. The rider’s body too is simplified, 

and his head is disproportionately large. Yet the skillful handling of detail is remarkable on so 

small a casting. 

The Igbo Ukwu shrine or repository yielded dozens of items, including containers, staffs and 

ornaments, jewelry and regalia, and finely decorated pottery. Among its treasures was a hollow 
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cylindrical stand depicting a pair of human figures amidst open-work arabesques (fig. 9-21). One 

of the figures has facial scars like those of the horseman. This elegant stand was probably used to 

raise a ritual vessel off the ground. The couple may recall Nri creation legends about the first 

male and female, children of the first legendary king. The king was ordered by God to scarify his 

children’s faces, then to decapitate them and bury their heads as if planting a garden. The planted 

heads later grew to be the first yams. Thus the technology of agriculture was invented along with 

yams, the most important Igbo prestige crop. Yam medicines are still prepared by Nri ritualists. 

The same creation legends relate that Nri people were given the right to confer ichi facial scars, 

grant titles, prepare yam medicine, and purify the community. While ichi have recently fallen out 

of favor, contemporary Nri Igbo still grant titles, make medicines, and ritually purify 

communities. 

Another particularly fine although puzzling Igbo Ukwu find depicts a pair of joined eggs 

with a bird attached on top of and between them—an image that can also be read as male 

genitalia (fig. 9-22). A number of flies are cast on the eggs and other parts, and eleven bead-

decorated chains ending in small bells are attached to the base. The virtuosity and delicacy of 

this casting would be an accomplishment in any period, but it is particularly remarkable at such 

an early date. Eggs commonly appear as fertility symbols in Igbo and other West African rituals, 

and although the meaning of this particular object remains uncertain, a plausible interpretation is 

that the egg/bird/genitalia motifs symbolize human (and perhaps animal) fertility and 

productivity The sculpture is also a visual pun, and no doubt an intentional one. It was probably 

used in rituals of increase of the sort more recent Nri kings are known to have conducted. 

Also found at Igbo Ukwu was a hollow casting, probably a ritual drinking vessel, in the form 

of a shell supporting a stylized leopard. A casting depicting a leopard skull was also unearthed 

near the buried leader. Small pendants depicting leopard, elephant, ram, and human heads were 

among other regalia unearthed. These leopards and elephants undoubtedly tie in with Nri 

spiritual leadership and with the practice of title-taking. 

RECENT AND CONTEMPORARY IGBO ARTS 

Many of the ideas, motifs, and probable rituals that originated at Igbo Ukwu a thousand years 

ago have persisted into twenty-first-century Igbo art and life. The Igbo today constitute a large, 

diverse group of agricultural, trading, and professional peoples living in contiguous territory just 

north of the Niger delta. Though linguistically related, the Igbo (Ibo in earlier publications) were 
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not otherwise unified until grouped together by British colonial officers after the turn of the 

twentieth century. Egalitarian and individualistic, they strongly resisted pacification and 

domination by the British. Various Igbo groups have long histories of warfare against both 

outsiders and each other. Much of Igboland, too, is heavily populated, and in the past this caused 

some groups to expand outward, taking over the lands of their neighbors. In precolonial times, 

then, the Igbo were an aggressive, expansionist people receptive to change, qualities that 

translate today into the dynamism and progressivism evident in their embrace of Western 

education and enthusiastic entry into the market economy. 

Igbo political structures vary considerably from one area to another. A cluster of villages 

claiming common ancestry is nearly everywhere the largest political unit. Most of Igboland has 

never embraced centralized political authority, or even the idea of a single ruler, preferring to 

vest political power in councils of elders and titled men. The oldest, core area of Igboland (which 

includes the Igbo Ukwu village group) usually bestows the title “king,” eze, not on one person 

alone, but on several who earn the highest title in a society called Ozo. A few regions, however, 

have long had chiefs, and a few towns, such as Onitsha and Oguta, have chiefs and kings 

modeled in part on those of the kingdom of Benin. Even in these areas, though, people normally 

distrust any individual who gathers very much power. Igbo arts similarly retain a regional 

character, for apart from personal shrines, most Igbo art is associated with institutions rather than 

individuals. Art forms are commissioned mainly by members of title societies, by members of 

religious groups for their shrines and compounds, and by masquerading organizations. 

Title Arts 

Igbo men and women (in some areas) seeking stature and prestige join graded title societies. 

These are hierarchical in nature, and only a few people will reach the highest levels in any one 

community. Visual forms are prerogatives of most ranks, and a person’s status is therefore 

evident from his or her dress, personal adornment, and possessions. The styles and some of the 

object types are different from those found at Igbo Ukwu, but the practice of visually setting off 

titled individuals remains the same. 

Titled men possess such art objects as stools, staffs, elephant tusk trumpets, leather fans, and 

flywhisks, which are carried on ceremonial occasions. They wear distinctive garments, eagle 

feathers, and jewelry made from elephant tusks and leopard teeth (fig. 9-23). Until recently they 

wore ichi, the facial scars depicted in Igbo Ukwu arts. In most areas, the architecture and 

decoration of domestic compounds continues to be an indication of status. 
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In Igboland to the east, toward the Cross River, there exists a different form of title society 

called Ekpe (or Ngbe). Ekpe means “leopard,” and graded men’s leopard societies are found 

among several Igbo and other ethnic groups living near the Cross River; in earlier times they 

constituted the government of their communities (see chapter 10). Nearly all freeborn men of this 

region join Ekpe. As in the Ozo society in central Igboland, grade and status levels of Ekpe are 

marked by art objects and varied sorts of privileges. Among Ekpe’s most distinctive insignia is 

indigo-and-white ukara cloth, worn here by a procession of ranking members (fig. 9-24). Ukara 

are designed by male Ekpe members, then sewn and dyed by women, whose remarkably precise 

and detailed work embraces representational motifs, cryptic ideographs called nsibidi (see fig. 

10-4), and geometric designs. Most are secret Ekpe emblems only poorly understood by non-

Ekpe members. 

Celebratory dress for both men and women also includes cursive indigo patterns called uli, 

which are painted on visible parts of the body. In figure 9-25 they are worn by a man and his 

wife on the day he achieved his high Ozo title. Uli designs are painted by women, who also paint 

similar and other motifs in earth colors on the walls of domestic compounds and shrines. Both 

body and wall patterns are named for various local natural and crafted objects, and while the 

designs are rarely overtly symbolic, a full catalogue of them includes many things of value, and 

the extensive corpus of named patterns thus reveals aspects of the Igbo worldview (fig. 9-26). 

Until recently, the walls of both domestic and deity compounds were also often painted by 

women using colored-earth pigments (fig. 9-27). Sometimes, as in this wall, simplified 

representational images were included along with abstract motifs: a pair of lizards, a coiled 

python, a humanoid form. This wall was decorated by a team of women each of whom painted 

one or more rectangular section. The entire surface is unified by the rhythmically repeated 

sections, the four repeated colors, and the uniform speckling of many larger surfaces. By the 

1980s and 1990s, both wall and body painting were deemed “old fashioned” and were largely 

abandoned. In the cyclical nature of things, however, uli was revived, but mainly by male artists, 

and not on bodies or walls. 

Uli and other arts once created by women have served as inspiration for the work of the 

renowned Nsukka Group of artists, all but three of whom (Marcia Kure, Ndidi Dike, and Ada 

Udechukwu) are men. The artists in this group have been associated with the University of 

Nigeria campus located in the Igbo town of Nsukka, whose art department was revitalized after 

the end of the Biafran War by Uche Okeke (born 1933). Okeke, one of the artists known as the 
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“Zaria Rebels” because he sought to create art that expressed a “natural synthesis” of ancestral 

traditions and modern life, investigated the uli painted by his mother. His research into this art 

form encouraged several generations of students to incorporate the linear styles and even some of 

the symbols of uli and nsibidi (see chapter 10) into their drawings, paintings, and prints. The 

Nsukka Group began these explorations during the 1970s, the decade when the Ona Group was 

studying shrine painting (see chapter 8), the Bogolan Kasobane Group was researching 

boglanfini (chapter 4), and artist Farid Belkahia in Morocco was experimenting with hides 

painted with henna (chapter 1). Surprisingly, none of the Nigerian artists was then aware of these 

similar impulses, in part because communication between art departments and artists on the 

African continent was so limited during these years. 

Okeke has retired from his teaching position at Nsukka, and the senior member of this 

renowned group of Nigerian artists is now Obiora Udechukwu (born 1946). In his painting Our 

Journey (fig. 9-28), Udechukwu uses the common Igbo motif of a python, shown both stretched 

out, as if on a journey, and coiled, as if at home. The coiled snake evokes a common proverb, 

“Circular, circular is the snake’s path,” which refers to the cyclical, repetitive aspects of life; the 

stretched out body symbolizes the road of life. Showing faintly through the python’s yellow 

wash are finely drawn scenes of people and events on this road. At the center of the large, four-

part canvas are two four-pointed black uli motifs called “head of kola.” The motif depicts the 

four-lobed kola nut, which is considered auspicious when shared at hospitality ceremonies. 

Other motifs in this work include both curvilinear body patterns and more rectilinear patterns 

of the sort carved on the wooden portals of titled men’s houses. Until the 1970s the compound 

portals of men of high title in the central region featured carved and painted doors and side 

panels in addition to the painted murals described above. As in this example, doors and panels 

were carved with largely geometric patterns, usually rectilinear, comprised of closely spaced 

grooves in shallow relief in clay or wood (fig. 9-29). This technique or style in wood is called 

chip carving, and its hard-edged, tight geometric character contrasts with the looping, cursive 

quality of women’s painted designs. Inside the compound, a lofty thatched roof marked the 

meeting house, where the man’s title regalia and personal shrines were stored. Such architectural 

elements have been replaced in recent decades, however, by huge wrought-iron gates with fancy 

decorations and, inside, a palatial reinforced concrete or cement-block house. Yet the principles 

of making status visible remain the same, even when the materials and styles change. 

Aspects of African Cultures 
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Mamy Wata 

While thousands of Mamy Wata shrines exist in Africa, and each presents a slightly different 

interpretation of her nature, there is general agreement that she is a foreign, exotic, light-skinned, 

long-haired, voluptuous, charismatic, and very beautiful woman with a penchant for seduction. 

Her visual image (reproduced in paintings, murals, and sculpture throughout West Africa) is 

based upon an early twentieth-century European print (a chromolithograph) which originally 

advertised the performances of a snake charmer. Her name seems to refer to her role as “Mother 

of the Waters”, and she is said to emerge from springs, rivers, pools, or oceans. In Benin she is 

the female equivalent of Olokun, and as can be seen in figure 9-30, her shrine shares many 

features with that of the male deity (compare 9-6). In other regions of Africa, such as the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo, she is shown as a mermaid, a siren who lures men into her 

clutches. Elements of Mamy Wata worship link easily to devotional practices of vodun in the 

New World (see chapter 15). 

Although Mamy Wata provides protection, health, and productivity, she has a particular role 

in the distribution of wealth, which she can bring or take away, and in mental disease, which she 

can cause or cure. Her concerns are contemporary, such as helping to improve employment 

opportunities, pass exams, upgrade from a motorbike to a car, or deal with a marital problem 

brought on by money or jealousy. Although Mamy Wata is notoriously fickle, what she offers 

people usually depends on how they have treated her, that is: what kinds of offerings they have 

made to her and to her shrine. 

A Mamy Wata shrine in an Igbo community in Nigeria, is an assemblage of items that her 

priestess (or priest) has collected for her, in part to enrich her environment and attract clients (fig. 

9-30). It also includes objects her devotees have given in supplication or thanks. The

chromolithograph responsible for her imagery is visible in this illustration on the back wall. This 

print is a favored decoration of such shrines, along with imported goods having to do with vanity 

and personal beauty: glittery jewelry, perfume, powder, pomade, and soap. A mirror is usually 

included, both allowing the vain Mamy Wata to admire herself, and to represent the miraculous 

surface of water from which she appears. Mamy Wata also likes sweet drinks and rich foods, 

candles and flowers, and almost anything of European or American manufacture. Several wood 

sculptures painted in bright colors are visible on a table at the back of the room. Other presents 

may include devotional images and objects from Christian, Hindu, and various other religious 

practices. These are absorbed and reinterpreted as further evidence of Mamy Wata’s exoticism 
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and power. 

Some Mamy Wata specialists conduct group seances or meet at the waterside for rituals, 

meals, and dances; they may use paddles, boats, and model snakes or fish as props. Devotees 

often become possessed by the deity while singing and dancing her praise. Other devotions are 

more private and meditative. The worship of this modern “outsider” is enormously varied, and it 

continues to spread. Supremely syncretistic in its ability to absorb and rework local and foreign 

spiritual symbols and practices, belief in Mamy Wata serves many current needs as Africans deal 

with foreign problems, products, values, and people. HMC 

Shrines and Shrine Figures 

Men in many Igbo regions sacrifice to personal altars (see Shared Themes in Lower Niger Arts, 

pp. 302–03). The most artistically impressive Igbo altars, however, are those that were erected 

until recently within shrines for deities worshiped cither by entire communities or by large 

segments of them (see Aspects of African Cultures: Shrines and Altars, p. 120). The painted 

walls illustrated above (in fig 9-27) embellished just such a shrine. Another shrine serving a 

group of families (fig. 9-31) contains about a dozen carvings, including personal altars for the 

two senior male deities and a four-headed image called ezumezu, “completeness,” representing 

the four days of the Igbo week and their markets, the cardinal directions, and the auspicious 

“complete” number four so prevalent in Igbo ritual. 

The more figures a shrine contains, normally, the more wealthy and powerful the main deity 

and shrine are. Some such gods are well known, often as oracles, far beyond the village group 

where they are located. In this Igbo shrine there are also “power bundles” of protective materials 

and staffs for the deities, who are considered to be titled. Ozo status is indicated by depictions of 

ichi scars on the figures’ foreheads; the anklets carved on the central male figure also signal 

status. The Igbo are clear about these figures being representations, not true embodiments. 

Through them the unseen gods receive small sacrifices periodically and major ones annually. 

The Igbo gods are understood through the model of the family. Larger sculptures represent 

the more important male and female gods, often considered to be “married” to one another and 

“parents” of lesser deities. These gods are approachable tutelaries, nature gods such as earth, 

rivers, and forests, or other features of the local environment such as markets, weekdays, and 

cardinal directions. These deities provide, protect, and heal in return for respect, sacrificial food, 

and adherence to their rules. The gods are beneficent or malevolent, depending on how humans 

treat them, as indicated in central region Igbo style in part by the ambiguous gestures of the 
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figures’ forearms and hands: extended to receive gifts, open to show their open-handed 

generosity. The gesture also means “I have nothing to hide,” implying honesty. Carved from 

hardwoods by men, the figures are painted by women, who also renew their surfaces (and those 

of shrine walls) prior to major annual festivals for these gods. In another region, the area around 

the town of Owerri to the south, carvers developed a rectilinear, geometric style (fig. 9-32). 

Shoulders are squared off, and overall the images are blocky. There are also regional variations 

in the names and characteristics of Igbo deities, though the family model is widespread. 

Mbari 

Also in the Owerri region, the most powerful local deities occasionally call for an extraordinary 

sacrifice in the form of a building called mbari. Mbari are usually built in response to a major 

catastrophe, such as a plague of locusts or an especially high rate of infant mortality. Filled with 

painted sculpture, mbari houses require enormous commitments of human effort, money, and 

time, and thus are never lightly undertaken. Mbari may be dedicated to one of several local 

tutelary deities, but most are made for Ala, or Earth (“Earth” is as much a principle as a 

goddess), usually the most powerful local deity. The plan in figure 9-33 records an mbari opened 

in 1963. It housed seventy-five painted figures. 

Very important to mbari houses is their ritualized construction process, which may last over 

a year. 

Constructing a large mbari involves at least three professionals: the priest of the deity 

demanding the mbari, a diviner, consulted often about the desires of the gods, and an 

artist/master builder who designs the building and models much of its sculpture. Most physical 

labor is done by two groups, several hired laborers and a larger group of “spirit workers.” The 

hired men dig literally tons of earth from nearby pits and with it form the core mbari buildings. 

The spirit workers, representatives of the town’s major lineages, are initiated into the ritual 

process and work for free. When these workers first enter the mbari enclosure they are 

symbolically killed as humans. Reborn as spirits these men and women dedicate themselves to 

serving the god. 

The construction process includes a series of rites and events that recall the founding of the 

human community and its institutions: peace is declared, symbols of the gods are established, a 

farm is planted, and the cycle of life—birth, death, and rebirth—is reenacted metaphorically 

through the spirit workers. Numerous animal sacrifices mark the progress of the project inside 

the fence that shrouds the secret activity from the community, though of course everyone knows 
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that an mbari is taking shape within. After the core building is erected, imported white china 

plates are embedded in its earthen walls, columns, and buttresses. This process signals the true 

beginning of the sacrificial activity. Large mbari may be embedded with more than four hundred 

plates, given by all major families in the community. It is now announced that “people are 

dancing mbari.” During this time, at night, the spirit workers go in procession to a “farm” to 

harvest “yam.” In fact they go to a huge termite hill or nest, where they dig deep within to 

procure its clay. 

Termite nests and their clay are sacred to the Igbo, who call these spectacular structures, 

often six or even eight feet tall, the “porches” of the spirit world. Deceased ancestors are said to 

reincarnate from these nests, which are held to be both dangerous and numinous, as are all 

abodes of spirits. Masquerade spirits are said to emerge from the hills when they visit the human 

community. Notably, too, termite nests house marvelously fertile queens that produce about 

thirteen million eggs per year. Termites also tunnel underground for water, and the resulting deep 

passages attract pythons—Ala’s messenger—and other animals. Termite hills, then, are 

quintessential symbols of fertility and proliferating new life, both major goals of the mbari effort. 

The harvested termite clay is soaked, then pounded in mortars just as real yam is; the balls of 

pounded clay “yam,” are given to the artists, who model the figures on light wood armatures. 

Twice processed, by sacred termites and by sacred workers, the clay is both spiritually charged 

and an excellent medium. Mbari artists, like Igbo wood carvers, sometimes achieve local 

recognition for their considerable skill but neither they nor their patrons care much about the 

distinctions of individual style, even though these are quite evident to outsiders. 

Intended as the “crown of the god,” an mbari must be beautiful, good, and ritually effective, 

so it must be a consciously artistic monument. It should be grander than any recent nearby mbari, 

for the Igbo are fiercely competitive in the arts, as in other arenas. The figures are carefully 

modeled, and all surfaces are neatly decorated with geometric patterns or illusionistic paintings 

of celestial bodies (sun, moon, rainbow), cloths, or imaginary scenes. No sloppiness is tolerated 

in modeling or painting. 

As an mbari nears completion, it is inspected by community elders. Flaws must be corrected 

before it is unveiled, which takes place in two stages. The first is a midnight ritual when the spirit 

workers denounce their role in the process and run out through a hole cut in the fence, reborn as 

people. A few minutes later the fences are torn down, heaped into piles, then lit, so the new 

mbari is first publicly seen by firelight. The second stage occurs on the next major market day. 
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Spirit workers reassemble at the mbari site, then lead a cow to the market. There they are given 

gifts and praise for their efforts on behalf of the community. Upon their return to the mbari, the 

cow is killed in a final sacrifice, after which feasting, drumming, and dancing open the mbari to 

the public. Visitors come from miles around. A village group will build only one large mbari, on 

average, per generation, so an opening is a major event, a festival. The deity has embraced the 

sacrifice, the community has regenerated itself; it has erected a richly inhabited house in honor of 

its most powerful goddess or god. 

Despite its ritualized building process, a completed mbari is a secular monument, at once a 

microcosm, an art gallery, a school, and a competitive boast. It is really not a shrine, since it is 

offered in sacrifice and may not be altered. In fact, once finished, it is left to disintegrate. As a 

monument, it reverses our expectations of closed interior rooms, foregoing an enclosing exterior 

wall to reveal a series of open niches containing figures and scenes. The one interior space at the 

core of the central building is not used; its high walls support the roof (see fig. 9-34). The outer 

walls of this room imply a second story, sometimes with sculpted figures looking out of 

windows. 

A gift for the deity, an mbari is meant to be the grandest house in the community. As such, 

many mbari had metal roofs in the 1930s before local people had them. Ala herself, sculpted 

larger than (human) life-size, presides over the principal building (fig. 9-34). At her side and 

scattered throughout the mbari compound are smaller depictions of community members, spoken 

of as her “children.” 

That large mbari are also microcosms is proven by the sun, moon, and rainbow sometimes 

painted high on a wall, and by the great variety of modeled subjects. About these an elder said, 

“You will come to understand that they put four things into mbari: very fearful things, things that 

are forbidden, things that are very good [and/or] beautiful, and things that make people laugh.” 

Here then is the richness of life itself, for what cannot be included in one or more of these 

categories? The mbari to Ala at Agwa (see fig. 9-33) contains among its seventy-five figures an 

office building with a telephone operator nearby and four telephone poles wired with strings, an 

airplane (on stilts), several birds and animals, and a maternity clinic with nurses and a woman 

giving birth. Mbari imagery is drawn from real life, artists’ dreams and imaginations, folklore, 

and history. Some subjects are clearly didactic; parents bring children to mbari houses expressly 

to teach them about the past, about the gods, and about unacceptable behavior. Things only heard 

about or hoped for are also included. The maternity clinic modeled in the Agwa mbari was built 
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in that community a few years after the mbari was unveiled. 

During the late 1960s the building of all but very small mbari ceased due to both extensive 

conversions to Christianity and the Nigerian Civil War (1967–70). Exceptions to the virtual 

demise of the mbari tradition are two middle-sized mbari houses built during the 1970s out of 

cement (fig. 9-35). Commissioned by the government rather than asked for as sacrifices by local 

gods, these two mbari preserve some of the forms of earlier ones but few of their spiritual values, 

except as “illustrations.” One, for example, contains a cement image of a termite hill, as if to 

remind the audience of the materials from which mbari figures used to be made and of their 

spiritual symbolism. Unlike earlier mbari, these cement compounds will not decompose, 

returning their sacrificial “yam” to the goddess Earth to complete the cycle of birth, death, and 

regeneration. Nevertheless, they are manifestations of efforts being made in many parts of the 

continent to preserve or revitalize earlier cultural patterns that the engagement with modernity 

has suppressed or eliminated. 

Ugonachonma 

Mbari houses, made only in the Owerri area, are surely artistic displays because their patrons are 

explicit about wanting beautiful works of art. Artists in the central Igbo region (around the Igbo 

Ukwu sites) also created display figures in wood (fig. 9-36). Called ugonachonma, meaning “the 

eagle seeks out beauty,” these wholly secular figures contrast with those carved for shrines (see 

fig. 9-31) in being far more lifelike, although the exaggeratedly long neck, considered by the 

Igbo an attribute of great beauty, indicates that ugonachonma are not without their conventions. 

Also beautiful are the delicate raised keloidal scars that are depicted running from the girl’s neck 

to her navel and the enlarged navel itself. The figure has the ample fleshiness of a marriageable 

teenage girl. The carved versions of brass leg coils, armlets, and hair mirrors indicate that she 

comes from a wealthy family. She carries a mirror in a carved frame in one hand and what was 

originally an umbrella in the other, both linked with vanity and prestige. The white face 

exaggerates the Igbo preference for light-colored skin and evokes the practice of washing dark 

skin with a chalky solution to create a contrasting ground for celebratory indigo uli patterns, 

which are also painted here. The figure’s crested hairstyle is of the sort evoked in countless 

masks. 

Ugonachonma served as centerpieces for largely secular age-grade dances for both men and 

women. Some figures depict male–female couples, but most, like the example here, depict a 

beautiful young woman. In Igbo thought there is a connection between such youthful maidens 
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and older titled men. Both are beautiful in their respective ways; both too are linked with eagles. 

The man is “the eagle that strengthens kinship,” a praise name for titled men. He is also “the 

eagle that has flown very high seven times,” a proverb that alludes to the sevenfold cycle of 

killing that an eagle is said to undertake to achieve its radiant whiteness, which in turn is a 

reference to the successive moltings eagles undergo, starting out gray, ending up pure white as 

they grow older. Maidens, on the other hand, are praised by being called “eagle’s kola,” after the 

rare, prized form of light-colored kola nut shared at every Igbo ceremony. 

The titled man, then, is the predatory eagle, king of the sky, aggressive warrior, competitive 

and ruthless in his quest for trophies and stature. He wears white eagle feathers to show his ritual 

purity, strength, and high status. His is the “beauty of power,” whereas the maiden, serene and 

cool, shows off the “power of beauty,” for she is ripe and ready for motherhood and finely 

painted with uli designs. Both power and beauty are desirable ideals, and both are achieved, if 

differently, in these complementary male and female notions and the art forms that embody 

them—the ugonachonma as they represent women, and title arts for men. Notably, the Igbo 

combine the instrumental and the contemplative in their aesthetic notions, as exemplified by the 

reciprocal phrases, the “beauty of power” and the “power of beauty.” The same ideas are seen in 

masquerades. 

Masks and Masquerades 

Igbo masking became progressively more secular with the march of the twentieth century. 

Before 1900 and early in the colonial era, powerful masked spirits, deputized by elders, 

frequently had broad governmental authority, policing, fining, and judging. Most of these roles 

were taken over by British colonial authorities; after the recognition of Nigerian independence in 

1960 they passed to the Nigerian government. Yet some masks radiate an aura of power even 

today, and many still have locally effective regulatory roles. Masks satirize unacceptable 

behavior, for example, and provide models of both male and female ideals. Indeed, if there is an 

overriding theme in Igbo masking it is gender relations. Even though nearly all masquerades are 

male constructions and instruments, many glorify women, praising their grace and beauty in 

contrast to a somewhat ironic celebration of masculine aggression, power, and even ugliness. 

Masking thus clearly separates the genders. Excluded from most masquerade activity and 

oppressed by certain masquerade characters, women generally keep their distance when maskers 

are abroad. 

One masquerade that is still performed over a fairly broad area near the southern town of 
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Owerri is okoroshi. There are several regional variants of the masquerade. The version discussed 

here opposes two classes of masks: white or light masks, and dark ones (fig. 9-37). The small 

light masks, carved with refined delicate features, manifest female spirits. The larger dark masks, 

often carved with grotesque features, manifest male spirits. This dualistic, complementary 

opposition characterizes much masking among the Igbo and their neighbors in southeastern 

Nigeria. The masks are further associated with similarly opposed realms. In the communities 

where this version of okoroshi is danced, for example, masks evoke these contrasting overtones: 

female (light) male (dark) 

beauty, purity ugliness, dirt 

village, safety bush, wilderness 

daytime, daylight nighttime, dark 

order, clarity chaos, obscurity, mystery 

peace, calm danger, conflict 

Okoroshi maskers come out during an annual, six-week masking season. Female masks, 

water spirits said to be descended from benign white cumulus clouds, normally dance prettily in 

large arenas for people of all ages. Their lyrical songs are about love and money and beauty. 

Only a few such masks appear during the six-week season, and only on a few days. In contrast, 

dozens of dark masks, representing water spirits descended from threatening gray rain clouds, 

appear day and night, rain or shine, nearly every day. The forms of these dark masks and the 

names of the spirits they manifest are markedly diverse. In this one community alone, they are 

variously named for plants, birds, animals, and insects, for natural phenomenon such as rivers 

and lightning, for human types or behaviors, for artifacts, emotions, abstract ideas and 

conditions, and for proverbs such as “Earth swallows beauty” or “Death has no friend.” Taken 

together these names embrace very broad swaths of human life, activity, and nature. They 

constitute a kind of verbal text that expresses the breadth of ideas found in okoroshi, at least in 

this one community. 

Most dark masks are runners and chasers, worn by younger men who direct their energies 

toward women and children. Near the end of the season, several ritually powerful, “heavy” dark 

masks come out, often with an entourage of male followers carrying clubs and singing dirges 

about war and conquest. These masks are three or four times as big as other dark masks, and 

most have strongly distorted, enlarged, often asymmetrical features, perhaps with snaggle teeth 

or open sores. 
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Rarely do light and dark masks appear together as in figure 9-37, so their “beauty/beast” 

opposition is mostly a conceptual one played out over the course of the masking season. This 

opposition is also deliberately violated in several ways. One of the white masks has horns, a 

black beard, and wears short pants, so he is a male among females. A few of the dark masks are 

named for women. And on the final evening of the season a masker called Paddle appears, 

wearing a white mask and long pants. He/she is the only masker to sing or speak, and in contrast 

to other white masks who dance in bright daylight, he/she emerges at night. Considered both a 

wise old man and a foolish young virgin, Paddle sings praises of the great local families while 

moving from compound to compound blessing all pregnant women. Paddle and other ambiguous 

spirit characters appear to blur neat categories, as if to suggest that life is composed of varied 

shades of gray rather than overly simple white/black, good/bad oppositions. 

The six weeks of okoroshi masking occurs during the heavy rains. Okoroshi water spirits 

bless ripening yam crop and prepare the community for the ritual presentation of new yam, 

which is ceremonially eaten on the day after all okoroshi have departed for their homes in the 

clouds. People say, “Okoroshi marks the calendar.” While its major purpose seems to be to 

foster productivity of both the fields and women, it also comments on gender behavior and roles. 

Men say that women are honored by the masquerade, yet they are also chased and harassed, so 

the women themselves find masking more tiresome than adulating. Through the masquerade, 

men characterize themselves as dark and often ugly, and life itself as both complex and 

difficult—more dark or shades of gray than pure white. 

About one hundred miles north of Owerri, in the core central Igbo region, an analogous 

masking tradition conceptually opposes pretty maiden spirits to horned, grotesque, masculine 

masks, the latter known generically by their most prevalent name, mgbedike, meaning “time of 

the brave.” The white maiden masks, all danced by men, have superstructures of several types, 

indicating spirit characters of different ages (fig. 9-38). The eldest daughter, called Headload 

because of her mask’s large figured superstructure, leads the others. Her younger sisters, 

following, have elaborate crested hairstyles and small pointed breasts. All wear bright, 

polychrome applique cloth “body suits,” whose patterning loosely recalls monochromatic 

designs painted on young women and female sculpture (see fig. 9-37). Other characters in the 

drama are a mother, a father, sometimes an irresponsible son, and a suit- or costumed as a titled 

elder, whose amorous, often bawdy advances to one or more of the “girls” are invariably 

rebuffed. The play unfolds predictably, with the maidens’ dances becoming ever faster and more 
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virtuosic as the maskers compete with one another for audience approval and even financial 

reward. 

Mgbedike, on the other hand, are large masks with bold, exaggerated features, usually 

including open, snaggle-toothed mouths and horned superstructures (fig. 9-39). While they do 

not dance in the play described above, in evoking aggressive and powerful spirits and being 

danced by middle-aged men, they are linked with—and oppose—the maidens. As in the 

opposition discussed earlier of titled men and ugonachonma figures, power here contrasts with 

beauty. Power is implied by the horns and teeth of the mgbedike mask, by its enlarged features, 

and by its ponderous, aggressive dancing style. Beauty in the female masked characters is 

expressed by their more elegant, lyrical dancing and by the masks’ refined facial features, 

delicate openwork hairstyles, and colorful bodysuits. As in okoroshi, these masqueraders play 

out gender roles, at times caricaturing them, at times idealizing or mirroring them in dances 

calculated primarily to entertain. There is no strong ritual component to this masquerading, even 

though the maskers are considered spirit beings. 

Literally hundreds of distinct Igbo masquerades exist, so it is surely a misrepresentation to 

reduce them to oppositions between dark males and light females. Among the eastern Afikpo 

Igbo communities, for example, more than a dozen kinds of masks are danced in several separate 

masquerade genres, some for an audience of men only, others for splendid public festivals (fig. 

9-40). All masking is sponsored by male initiation societies. There are skits providing topical

social commentary and criticisms of elders’ behavior. Other playlets address foolish, dishonest, 

or greedy men or women, naming individuals, who are even supposed to reward the masked 

players with money! Some songs and dialogues are set pieces repeated from past years, while 

others are newly composed. Another masquerade presents a parade that, like okoroshi and the 

iconographic programs of mbari houses, represents an exceptionally broad range of local types 

past and present, including foreigners such as Muslims, Hausa cattle herders, and white district 

officers. Afikpo initiations also involve extensive masking; sometimes leaf, fiber, and grass 

masks are used, or masks made from gourds, while carved wooden versions cover a range of 

human and animal types. The diverse masks of Afikpo comprise but one of more than a dozen 

regional mask traditions, each with dozens of spirit characters. 

One truly exceptional Igbo mask can be seen as the “crown” of all other masquerades from 

the lower Niger area. This is ijele, whose praise names include “great spirit,” “elephant,” “king 

of masks,” and “ijele, the very costly” (fig. 9-41). Constructed of light wood and covered in 
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multicolored cloth, an ijele may be sixteen or eighteen feet tall and seven or eight feet in 

diameter. It weighs about two hundred pounds, yet it is danced by a single individual. The base is 

a disk of wood that ultimately rests on the dancer’s head. On this disk sits a red cloth cone, from 

which a slender mast, understood as the trunk of a tree, projects upward, stabilized by two 

openwork arches intersecting at right angles at the top. Densely crowded into the “branches” of 

this metaphorical tree are many mirrors, hundreds of tassels, streamers, flowers, and dozens of 

multicolored, stuffed figures. Figures of an elephant, leopard, and eagle are usually found, as 

well as a variety of human types, genre scenes, and small versions of other masks danced in the 

region. The assemblage, constructed by male tailors, is completed by a long stuffed cloth python 

tied on to encircle the wood base, from which hang more tassels and twelve appliqué panels. 

These in turn recall the bright “body suits” of maiden maskers also featured in these 

communities (see fig. 9-38). Ijele moves in quite a spirited fashion, with dips, shakes, and twirls, 

its panels flying outward. The effect is dazzling. 

In times past an ijele came out only for the funeral of an exceptionally well-respected, 

wealthy, and prolific titled man. The mask’s great stature and status are suitable for such an 

event; its iconographic program brings together several metaphors of human leadership and 

spiritual power. First, it is an aggrandized version of the colorful crowns worn by rulers in the 

city-state of Onitsha (along with Oguta, one of the few Igbo communities traditionally ruled by a 

single chief). The red cloth cone, out of which the “tree” grows, simulates a termite hill with all 

its attendant symbolism and spiritual associations. Trees, especially large old ones, are 

multidimensional symbols of leaders, who customarily convene councils of elders and titled men 

beneath their sheltering branches. Impressive trees are often the sites of shrines to nature deities 

as well. When an important person dies in this region it is said that “a mighty tree has fallen.” 

Trees provide many human needs, from building materials to edible fruit, and as “trees of life” 

they are prominent symbols of growth. An ijele is usually also anthropomorphized, with a 

stylized face on one of its panels and two large arms projecting outward from the “tree”. In this 

guise, ijele is a great ancestral spirit who has emerged from a termite hill to honor the deceased 

elder, to welcome him to the land of spirits. Ijele has a dozen or more black and white “eyes,” 

called “danger,” that recall the multifaceted eyes of insects. It is as if the many watchful eyes of 

the spirit world are there to survey the living human community. 

Ijele are such strong magnets for crowds that they have recently been commissioned by 

politicians, who hire maskers to dance them expressly to rally supporters. The symbolic presence 
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of ijele, then, has changed, yet they retain commanding powers in contemporary Nigerian life. 

SHARED THEMES IN LOWER NIGER ARTS 

In addition to their own distinctive art forms, two of the largest ethnic groups of the lower Niger, 

the Edo of Benin and the Igbo, have several important forms in common, which they share as 

well with many smaller neighboring groups such as the Ibibio, the Ijaw, the Urhobo, the Isoko, 

the Igala, and the northern Edo Okpella. These shared forms include personal shrines or altars, 

light/dark mask complexes, and hierarchical groupings of figural sculpture. 

Personal Altars 

Men among several ethnic groups commission (or used to commission) personal altars, to be 

dedicated and consecrated to their personal strength, success, and accomplishments, and 

sometimes as well to their protection. Warriors, farmers, traders, smiths, and others prayed and 

sacrificed to these altars before important undertakings, offering further gifts after meeting with 

success (or sometimes berating the altar after failure). The Igbo, who have the greatest numbers 

and most variable forms of personal altars, call them ikenga, the Igala know them as okega, and 

among the Edo of Benin the term is ikengobo. That these names are cognate virtually proves a 

historical relationship, even if scholars are uncertain which of the three groups originated the 

idea. 

Personal altars among these three groups are dedicated to the hand, specifically the right 

hand (and arm) among the Igbo and the Igala. Strong hands and arms are agents of physical 

prowess, necessary for success in such activities as hunting, farming, and warfare. The 

iconography of many altars reflects these associations. Igbo ikenga, for instance, typically show 

a horned warrior holding a knife in his right hand and a human trophy head in his left, symbols 

probably established long ago when the Igbo were active head hunters (fig. 9-42). 

Similar iconography appears in some Igala okega, although the one shown here, like many 

Igbo examples, depicts only a horned head above a geometrically abstracted, spool-like body 

(fig. 9-43). 

Horns are the most essential feature of Igbo and Igala altars to the hand. Some are straight, 

others are spiral, still others are fancifully curved and elaborated with perching animals. All are 

commonly referred to as ram horns, even though they often do not resemble them. Yet since 

virtually all animal horns are power symbols, an identification with a specific animal hardly 
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seems imperative, for it is animalistic aggression in general that is evoked. 

A richly figured, texturally sumptuous, cast copper-alloy ikengobo from the court of Benin 

includes depictions of right and left hands in its lower zone, where they alternate with the heads 

of miniature leopards and cows, the latter sacrificed to help insure success (fig. 9-1). The figures 

depicted in relief on the side of the altar, as well as the three that crown its top, depict the king 

flanked by attendants, a typical motif from this culture’s courtly tradition, which repeatedly 

emphasizes the centrality of its ruler. 

Lesser Benin chiefs and ordinary men also used to commission ikengobo. These were 

generally carved of wood, although several cast metal examples are known. Most are crowned 

with a spike on which an elephant tusk was almost certainly displayed, echoing again the theme 

of the animal horn familiar from Igbo and Igala examples. 

Very similar personal shrines are found among the Isoko and the Urhobo, Edo-speaking 

peoples living south of Benin. They prominently display the horns and teeth of imaginatively 

conceived (and unidentifiable) quadrupeds. These altars, both called ivri, explicitly merge human 

and animal imagery. In large Urhobo altars, the animal is often dominant (fig. 9-44). Here the 

animal prevails because of its scale, whereas the comparatively larger human dominates the 

animal in the stunning Isoko example shown in figure 9-45, a masterful composition whose 

sculptural power is appropriate to its (former) job as a protective, aggressive combatant for its 

owner. The teeth and horns on these images—sharp, bared, and exaggerated—signal their 

pugilistic purposes. Both carvings are symmetrical on the vertical axis. The Urhobo ivri is 

weighted and more stable on its animal base, whereas the Isoko figure, built up as a rhythmic 

series of bulges and constrictions from bottom to top, points upward and almost seems to soar. 

Light/Dark Masking: Beauties and Beasts 

The discussion of Igbo masquerades earlier in this chapter stressed the complementary 

opposition of light and dark masks and their associated qualities. Nearly all the neighbors of the 

Igbo also have versions of this light/dark, beauty/beast masking concept, yet it is uncommon 

beyond this area. Clearly these varied manifestations represent shared historical traditions, 

probably of considerable antiquity. Each masquerade has its own characteristics and nuances of 

both form and meaning, however, often indicating many decades or perhaps a century or more of 

separate, local development. The density and multiple variations of the theme in Igboland, as 

well as occasional oral traditions, suggest the Igbo as the originators, but this is far from proven 

in all cases. 
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Apart from the many Igbo variations, the clearest examples of this theme are ekpo masks of 

the Ibibio, a rather small population southeast of the Igbo. Ekpo is the Ibibio word for “ancestor,” 

as well as the name of the principal masking society, its masks, and the dances that 

commemorate the deceased. White- or yellow-faced masks, mfon ekpo, come out during daytime 

second-burial festivities honoring the recent dead, and also at annual agricultural festivals (fig. 9-

46). Their dances are slow and graceful, with costumes made of many bright-colored cloths. 

Considered good and beautiful, mfon ekpo masks embody the souls of people whose lives on 

earth were productive and morally unblemished. These are not named ancestors, but rather the 

collective community of souls whose positive influence is welcome among the living. 

Complementing these in form and concept are the more numerous black idiok ekpo, 

representing corrupt, amoral, ugly, and evil souls sentenced at death to perpetual ghosthood (fig. 

9-47). They appear only at night, well after the pretty masks have retired. Costumed in unruly

hanks of black-dyed raffia, they dance erratically, at times with deliberately wild movements, to 

inspire terror in those they encounter. Some shoot arrows, apparently quite randomly, as if to 

reinforce their reputations as unreliable, capricious spirits. Many dark Ibibio masks have 

skillfully carved, distorted facial features, sculptural exaggerations that parallel their behaviors. 

These grotesque faces are interpreted as advanced states of disfiguring tropical diseases such as 

yaws, leprosy, and ulcers. Such punishing deformities, people are told, await those who willfully 

or continually violate the moral codes on which orderly society is based. 

The symmetrical balance and relative naturalism of mfon ekpo contrast markedly with the 

expressive distortions and asymmetrical twists of many dark idiok ekpo. Unfortunately, detailed 

information on the full range of names and meanings of light and dark Ibibio masks is lacking. 

The variety of forms in the surviving corpus of masks suggests that a broad spectrum of human 

and animal spirits is represented. Many examples are beautifully carved. 

More is known, on the other hand, about beauty/beast oppositions in the diverse masquerades 

of the Okpella peoples, Edo speakers who live north of Benin and northwest of the Igbo. Here, in 

fact, we have direct evidence of Igbo influence in the person of a mask carver and costum tailor 

who came into the Okpella area from the Igbo–Igala borderland around 1920. He introduced 

several forms and ideas that became localized over time, mixing them with preexisting mask 

traditions, some of which also originated among other peoples. 

The influence of Igbo originals can be seen on both sides of the Okpella beauty/beast 

opposition. Appliqué body suits with crested cloth masks, as well as wood masks, often but not 
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always white, with carved hair-crests and superstructures featuring multiple figures appear on the 

“beauty” side of the equation (fig. 9-48). Such masks recall the maiden masker called Headload 

and her sisters, among other Igbo forms (see fig. 9-38). On the “beast” side is the large wild 

beast mask called idu, with several horns, large snaggle teeth in a rough face, and a costume of 

seed-pods bristling with quills (fig. 9-49). Clearly idu is a variation on the Igbo mgbedike (see 

fig. 9-39). A local Okpella grotesque mask, not of Igbo origin, is anogiri, a festival herald. 

Visible at the right in figure 9-48, anogiri is a dark, often misshapen mask decorated with seeds, 

cowrie shells, and mirrors. A single flat plane with a heavy over-hanging forehead often serves 

for the face, and human features are minimally suggested. 

The Edo peoples are most famous for the royal arts of Benin, discussed at the beginning of 

this chapter. Yet Edo villages outside Benin city and its court have long had art forms linked 

with shrines dedicated to nature spirits, heroes, and ancestors. These are of local and non-royal 

origin, and in fact many of them came to prominence partly because they opposed and criticized 

the imperial power of Benin kings, whose persisting efforts to dominate and extract allegiance 

and tribute from outlying villages understandably aroused resentments. 

The Ekpo masking society found in many Edo communities to the east and south of Benin 

city was founded during the eighteenth century or before by a strong village chief and warrior, a 

rival of the king of Benin. There had been a debilitating outbreak of infectious diseases, and it 

was believed that they had been caused by the Benin king’s sorcery. In a dream, the chief 

envisioned his late grandmother as a masker curing his people. The dream provided a model for 

the Ekpo shrine and masquerade. The chief ceased waging war to concentrate on healing, which 

was successful thanks to the shrine, its masking spirits, and the sacrificial and purifying rites they 

brought about. Viewed as effective, the masquerade association was exported to other 

communities. (Note that Edo Ekpo is distinct from the Ibibio society of the same name discussed 

above.) 

The photograph in figure 9-50 shows six Ekpo maskers. The two black masks represent the 

chief who founded the association (third from the left) and a local doctor. The color black here 

manifests varied sorts of power: physical, magical, medicinal (for healing and warfare). In some 

rites these dark masks, clearly male, act as flanking supporters of a taller, chalky white, two-

faced mask called “mother of Ekpo,” iyekpo (fig. 9-51). The most senior mask in Ekpo, it 

commemorates the founder’s grandmother. Together, the three senior masks—the two black 

masks and iyekpo—express the main concerns of Ekpo: healing disease, ritually purifying the 
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community, and assuring abundant human fertility. The other white masks in figure 9-50 

represent a benign chief, a helpful white man (a district officer), a policeman, and a leopard. The 

role of the leopard is to scare away disruptive evil forces. Additional Ekpo masks that may 

appear on other occasions include Olokun (Edo god of the sea), various chiefs, a horned animal, 

and a handsome man. Clearly the white masks here are not all female, yet they seem to have 

been whitened as an expression of the goodness and beauty of their characters. For the Edo (as 

for the Igbo and Ibibio), white clay symbolizes goodness, beauty, abundance, and health, and as 

such it figures strongly in Ekpo rituals. Pregnant women praying for a safe delivery and barren 

ones begging for children bring white clay to iyekpo, for example, who places it within the shrine 

as a gift. 

Light/dark, beauty/beast masking is both more complex and more widespread than this brief 

overview may suggest. Ethnic groups not surveyed here, such as the Ogoni, the Igala, and the 

Idoma, have their own variants, and the traditions of the Ibibio, the Okpella, and the Bini are 

richer and more nuanced than their presentation here has been able to convey. 

Hierarchical Compositions 

Many African arts, indeed many world arts, have developed conventions for conveying social, 

political, or spiritual hierarchies (see, for example, the discussion of hierarchical proportion in 

ancient Egypt, p. 46). The arts of the lower Niger are interesting in that several cultures share the 

same compositional strategy for showing hierarchy, creating figural groups that are triangular, 

symmetrical, multiunit, detailed, and heraldic. These hierarchical groupings, moreover, all make 

analogous ideological statements and seem to be related to one another on spiritual, 

psychological, and economic levels as well. Each features a magnified, exaggerated, weapon-

bearing central figure with an enlarged head, who is clearly a leader. He or she is flanked by two 

or more smaller supporting people, some of whom may be brought forward or pushed back in 

space. The central leader is largest in scale, reflecting his or her spiritual and ideological focus as 

either a sacred king, a strong deity, or a revered ancestor. Receding three-dimensional space is 

implied, and is often made explicit. 

Looking back through this chapter, this composition can be seen in the central sculptural 

groupings of Igbo mbari houses, where the goddess Ala is shown flanked by her smaller 

“children” (see fig. 9-34). The composition appears again in ikengobo and many other arts from 

the Benin court, where the enlarged king is flanked by smaller attendants (see fig. 9-1). The 
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composition is implied as well in the Ekpo masquerade of the Edo, where the white 

“grandmother” mask may appear flanked by the two black masks, next in rank. Many more 

examples could be culled, both from within the cultures treated in this chapter and from other 

neighboring peoples not discussed here. 

While it may never be proven that these compositions are historically related, their 

geographical proximity to Benin, and the power of this kingdom, where such groups recur in 

widely varying situations, strongly suggest a single original source: Benin. Such commonality 

does not, of course, preclude separate meanings. While all these compositions have spiritual 

dimensions and represent people of wealth and stature who command an entourage, those from 

Benin are strongly political, while Igbo mbari and other shrine groups, which take the domestic 

family as their model for a revered deity, link the social and spiritual. 

IBIBIO MEMORIAL ARTS 

Ibibio Ekpo masquerades, touched on above (see figs. 9-46, 9-47), may appear publicly to 

commemorate deaths of prominent persons. Two other, less transient Ibibio arts that also 

memorialize the dead are figures sculpted of cement and pictorial cloths called nwomo. Both art 

forms appear to have developed during the twentieth century, with nwomo probably the earlier 

practice. 

Nwomo were hung as “facades” on shrines erected during second-burial rites, which occurred 

as long as three years after interment (fig. 9-52). They were created for an elite clientele, 

prominent male members of a warrior society. Sewn by professional male artist-tailors, the 

cloths usually depict the deceased person and members of his family in festive dress, carrying 

prestige objects. Although the earliest nwomo cloths appear to have been painted, as were the 

interiors of the earliest shrines, most known nwomo cloths were pieced together from factory-

made cloth. They are often multicolored, although red, black, and white are normally stressed. 

The images are sewn to a background cloth of contrasting color so that they stand out boldly 

when viewed from a distance. The skulls of animals sacrificed during the opening festivities 

were hung from the structure itself or a fence in front of it, and within the shrine were placed the 

gun and some clothing and household goods of the deceased, as if to add to the “portrait” implied 

by the nwomo motifs. 

For much of the twentieth century, cement sculptures have honored the gravesites of 

respected Ibibio men and women, a broader public than was served by nwomo. Since the 1950s 
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and 1960s, they have been erected in increasingly large numbers, largely supplanting the nwomo 

tradition. In part this is because Christian groups discouraged nwomo while encouraging the 

cement works, which are modeled to some extent on European graveyard sculpture. Some 

cement figures are set in open enclosures rather like nwomo, while others are conceived as 

freestanding monuments, often raised on pedestals. Though they were often inscribed with the 

name and dates of the deceased they commemorate, most have until recently depicted 

generalized humans, without individualizing detail. Since the 1970s, however, the artist Sunday 

Jack Akpan (born c. 1940) has led a movement toward highly realistic, imitative portraiture (fig. 

9-53). Working from photographs and using imported cement and commercial oil paints, Akpan

and others are following a trend toward closely observed naturalism also evident elsewhere on 

the continent. While these lifelike images respond to the contemporary tastes of local patrons, 

they have also caught the attention of both European and American collectors. Akpan’s detailed 

works (like that of sign painters such as Almighty God, fig. 7-39 and popular Congolese artists 

such as Chéri Samba, fig. 11-72) have been featured in international exhibitions. 

ORON ANCESTRAL FIGURES 

The Oron, a relatively small clan related to the Ibibio, produced a striking series of hardwood 

sculptures to commemorate their ancestors (fig. 9-54). Presumably carved by a number of artists 

and over several decades mostly before 1900, the figures are varied, yet they subscribe to a 

consistent set of conventions. The human form is presented along a strong vertical axis. Some 

body parts, such as heads, beards, and torsos, are emphasized by exaggeration, while others, such 

as legs, are minimized or reduced. Most figures hold their beards or a status implement such as a 

horn, and most have hats. The carving of these figures apparently ceased around 1900, but 

sacrifices have been continually offered to the group, assembled in a sanctuary called obio, twice 

annually. Regrettably, figures seem to have been stolen from the site in the 1970s, after this field 

photograph was taken. 

KALABARI IJAW FESTIVALS AND MEMORIAL ARTS 

The Kalahari Ijaw peoples, fisherfolk and traders who have lived for centuries in the mangrove 

swamp lowlands of the eastern Niger delta, have various art forms that bear the imprint of their 

long exposure to European ideas and materials. Prominent features of Kalahari society are 

corporate trading houses, also known as canoe houses. Led by strong chiefs, these houses have 
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traditionally assimilated outsiders (slaves and members of other ethnic groups) as well as cultural 

patterns from outside the delta region. Kalahari festive dress, for example, includes Igbo and 

Yoruba textiles along with a number of European garment types and artifacts such as shirts, hats, 

walking sticks, and mirrors (figs. 9-55, 9-56). Few sartorial ideas are adopted wholesale. Rather 

they are adapted and reworked, especially in their combinations and color schemes. 

The Kalahari accord extraordinary cultural value to cloth, even though, or perhaps because, 

they do not weave their own. Family wealth is measured in part by the numbers and “depth” of 

heirloom cloth boxes, which contain literally hundreds of textiles imported from within and 

beyond Africa. Funerary commemorations are occasions for displaying family riches and good 

taste in cloth and the accessories of dress, both as worn by mourners and as displayed in the 

house of the honored dead person. Rooms and the beds within them are decorated with elaborate, 

sumptuous textile ensembles, arranged by the women of the deceased person’s family (fig. 9-57). 

Some displays are sculptural and abstract; some may form an anthropomorphic tableau together 

with jewelry, a hat, and other accessories. Guests at these funerals comment on cloth 

juxtapositions and qualities, and their aesthetic judgments have much to do with the reputation of 

the family in question. It could almost be said that imported cloth rules the Kalabari aesthetic 

system. 

In addition to processions of variously dressed groups of mourners and visitors, funerary 

festivals mounted for prominent Kalabari persons also feature water-spirit masquerades favored 

or danced by the deceased person’s family. Masking is the province of the male Ekine society, 

also known as Sekiapu, “the dancing people.” Water spirits are believed to control the rivers and 

estuaries, and thus both fishing and trading, as well as creativity and innovation. The spirits, 

materialized by masks, are invited into the community during funerals both to honor them 

directly and to honor the deceased. Several dozen water-spirit mask characters exist, so many in 

fact that it takes fifteen to twenty-five years for all of them to manifest themselves in the 

community, as only a few appear at each annual festival. (Funerary festivals are separate events.) 

Some are culture bringers, others legendary heroes, still others the spirits of animals—crab, 

tortoise, crocodile, shark—that populate the environment. 

One mask, called otobo, formally a loose interpretation of a hippopotamus head, is actually a 

composite spirit, for it mingles animal and human features (fig. 9-58). In performance, otobo is 

worn on the top of the dancer’s head, facing the sky. The costume again dramatizes the 

importance of cloth, which is believed to be one of the gifts of the water spirits to the Kalabari 
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people. Although we may admire the buildup and play of geometric forms in an otobo mask 

when it is displayed frontally as a sculpture in a museum setting, this is notably an outsider’s 

point of view. The Kalabari neither ascribe beauty to such forms nor do they make them very 

visible to dance audiences. Many masks or headdresses in performance are obscured by feathers 

or raffia, or are oriented to the sky rather than the audience. More important to the local viewing 

public is a masker’s skill in dancing and gesturing, his virtuosic responsiveness to subtle changes 

and signals in the music that drives and gives meaning to the performance. Dancing skill, not 

carving, is appreciated and discussed in aesthetic terms by the Kalabari, as are cloth ensembles. 

It is the animated quality of a masquerader in motion that the contemporary sculptor Sokari 

Douglas Camp (born 1958) so convincingly evokes in a welded steel sculpture (fig. 9-59). Metal 

forms enable her to capture a masker’s airy, spatially activating essence. She freezes action in 

mid-motion with light openwork. She plays with wavy cloth and other projections, creating a 

delicate equilibrium between form and the space it enlivens. Camp grew up in the Delta region 

but was educated in art schools in England and the United States. She now resides in London, 

and her recent work has included installations linking oil to the degradation of her people and 

their environment. As a female artist who has been inspired by the sculpture and masquerades of 

her male ancestors, Camp is a counterpart to the (mostly) male artists of Nsukka who are 

inspired by female uli patterns; both are crossing gendered cultural boundaries. Ironically, 

perhaps, while the Kalahari have never accorded either sculptors or their products much respect, 

this expatriate Kalahari artist has attained an international reputation. 

Another form of Kalahari Ijaw sculpture much appreciated outside of Africa is the ancestral 

screen, nduen fobara (fig. 9-60). An nduen fobara commemorates the deceased chief of a trading 

house. The chief is depicted at the center, flanked by smaller images of his attendants. Carved 

trophy heads of conquered rival chiefs sit at the base of the rectangular screen, while heads 

representing house retainers or slaves are attached to its top. The chief’s facial features are 

subject to the same conventionalized rendering as the heads of retainers or enemies; trading 

house members know who is represented in each screen, so naturalistic renderings are quite 

unnecessary. Chiefs are partly individualized, on the other hand, by the prestige and power 

implements they wield, here an actual silver-topped trader’s staff and a curve-bladed knife, and 

by the masquerade headdress they wear, which evokes the water spirit they identified with (or 

actually danced). The headdress here is probably the one known as “white man’s ship.” A model 

of a nineteenth-century European sailing vessel of the sort that came to the delta region, the 
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headdress implies successful trading. Outside contact is seen too in the rectangular, framed form 

and pieced construction of the screen itself, which were probably adapted from European 

conventions and techniques, while its hierarchical composition may have been influenced by the 

arts of Benin. 

A CONTEMPORARY NIGERIAN SHRINE 

Bruce Onobrakpeya, born in Urhobo country in 1932, was one of the Zaria Rebels, joining other 

students at the Nigeria College of Arts, Science and Technology (including Yusuf Grillo, Demas 

Nwoko and Uche Okeke), who protested the exclusive emphasis on European academic painting 

in their curriculum. One of Nigeria’s most influential artists and art educators, he is a prolific 

printmaker who uses complex techniques to draw and create etchings of local subjects and 

images related to Urhobo (and other Nigerian) communities. Onobrakpeya has also produced 

elaborate composite sculptures, or installations. Akporode, described as a “shrine,” has been 

evolving since it was first shown in London in 1995. Our illustration (fig. 9-61) is from the 2002 

“Ways of the River: Arts and Environment of the Niger Delta” exhibition at UCLA’s Fowler 

Museum, where it was shown together with masquerades, with older sculpture, and with the 

work of Sokari Douglas Camp (see fig. 9-59). Onobrakpeya himself has said of this work: 

Akporode represents a striving toward higher, richer, and bigger life. The word Akporode is 

derived from two Urhobo words, Akpo (life, world) and Orode (big, great). It is an assemblage of 

artworks (both linear and sculptural) of different shapes, color, design, and materials, which 

together reflect the grandeur and beauty often associated with Nigerian traditional religions, 

shrines, and the architectural décor of palaces. The art pieces—created through experiments over 

a period of two decades—have themes based on the worldview of our people and their cultural 

values, wisdom, beliefs, mythology, and cosmology. Some crave ethnic and national unity, 

religious tolerance, as well as prayer for a better environment. The varied themes are repeated in 

different techniques and materials … in an attempt to discover the best visual representation of 

the ideals, local and foreign, which have been synthesized in response to change. The process 

results in a kind of metamorphosis, which is in tune with traditional shrines that diminish for lack 

of repairs or increase when new items are added to them. Finally, the predominantly vertical 

natures of the artworks, a concept derived from the Urhobo pillar symbol for Oghene, the 

supreme intelligence, has another meaning for the installation. It is a prayer for divine support 

and continued growth toward divine greatness. 
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PART III 

Central Africa 

10 Cross River, Cameroon Grasslands, and Gabon 

THE AREA TREATED IN THIS chapter is diverse both geographically and culturally. Beginning 

at the Cross River basin, which overlaps Nigeria and Cameroon, it extends into the 

mountainous grasslands of western Cameroon, along the estuaries and rivers of coastal 

Cameroon, and into the equatorial forests of Gabon, Equatorial Guinea, and Congo. 

Numerous peoples live within this sweep of the continent. Perhaps the most consistent 

cultural element is the small scale of the communities in the forest zones, most of them 

organized only at the village level and governed by groups of elders or men’s organizations 

rather than by chiefs or kings. An exception is the kingdoms in the mountainous grasslands of 

western Cameroon. Yet these realms, too, are small in comparison to the territories ruled by 

the oba of Benin (see chapter 9) or the Yoruba kings (see chapter 8). 

All of the societies discussed in this chapter were profoundly affected by European 

presence, though in different ways. The appalling commerce in human lives, the transatlantic 

slave trade, disrupted many cultures in this region, as it did in many other areas of the 

continent. At the same time, European trade along the Cross River brought wealth and 

increased the importance of local men’s societies, many of which became commercial 

organizations. The small kingdoms of the Cameroon grasslands imported prestige materials 

such as beads, brass, and fabric, used to create ever more luxurious art objects for royal 

treasuries. In the coastal region of Cameroon, individuals involved in European trade were 

acknowledged as headmen or chiefs, leading to a new type of political leadership supported 

by new forms of prestige art. In the equatorial forests of Gabon, on the other hand, 

fundamental cultural practices were banned by the colonial administration, and many of the 

art forms linked to them survive only in museum collections. 

CROSS RIVER 

From its origins in the hills of western Cameroon, the Cross River runs westward into Nigeria 

then curves to the south to flow toward the Gulf of Guinea. Navigable by local craft for much 

of its length, the river has historically served as a means of transportation and trade for the 

many peoples who live within reach of its banks. Most of them speak languages known as 

semi-Bantu. Ethnolinguists and historians have traced the origins of many peoples in central, 

eastern, and southern Africa that speak languages referred to as Bantu to this region. (See 

chapters 11 and 12.) Culturally as well as linguistically related, the peoples of the Cross River 

region share a number of political, religious, and economic institutions in which art plays an 
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important role. 

Early Arts 

In recent times, artists of the Cross River region have worked primarily in wood. The earliest 

known works, however, were formed from more durable materials such as terracotta. 

Unfortunately, few of these objects found at Calabar have been dated or even accurately 

described, for they are usually unearthed by accident rather than in controlled and 

documented archaeological excavations. They may have been made by ancestors of the 

current populations, in which case they represent artistic traditions that have been 

discontinued. Or other peoples who preceded them may have made them. Until more is 

known, they can only be appreciated as mute and mysterious evidence of an unknown past. 

The two stone monoliths in figure 10-2 belong to a group of eighteen stones standing at 

the site of a deserted village in the area occupied by the Nnam group of the Bakor-Ejagham 

peoples. Some three hundred such monoliths have been documented in this area. Ranging 

from one to six feet in height, they are usually found in groups, often in a circular 

arrangement. All were probably at one time associated with habitation sites, which have since 

been abandoned. Scholars believe that some of the monoliths may date back as far as the 

sixteenth century, and that their manufacture may have continued into the nineteenth century. 

The makers of these works selected roughly columnar stones from riverbeds, then used 

abrasives—most probably other stones—to further shape and incise them. All of the stones 

depict bearded figures, usually, as here, including a navel rhythmically emphasized with 

concentric circles. Several regional substyles have been identified, some of which coincide 

with subgroups of the Bakor-Ejagham peoples. The Nnam style, shown here, is distinguished 

by its especially profuse and elaborate decoration. Sculptors working in this style altered the 

natural shape of the stone itself less than sculptors of other regional styles, who often 

smoothed the stones to a more symmetrical columnar form, sometimes explicitly phallic. 

The phrase “Lower Niger Bronze Industry” has been employed by art historians to 

organize copper-alloy objects discovered from the Delta region of the Niger River northward 

to its confluence with the Benue river. Stylistically diverse, they include figures of humans 

and animals as well as such objects as bells and staffs. Where the centers of this industry 

were and what culture they belonged to we do not know. Some works are clearly linked to the 

Benin court in subject matter, suggesting that they may have been made by outlying groups 

of Edo-speaking peoples (see chapter 9). Others seem related to copper alloy objects from the 

Igbo site of Igbo Ukwu (see chapter 9). The Yoruba (see chapter 8) have also been posited as 
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the possible creators of some of the objects, as have several other regional peoples. The cast 

leopard skull in figure 10-3 can be compared to a number of cast copper-alloy carnivore 

skulls in southern and eastern Nigeria and certainly with a leopard skull discovered in the 

grave at Igbo Ukwu (see fig. 9-19), which dates to the ninth century AD. Other skulls of 

copper alloy in southern Nigeria have been dated to the mid to late seventeenth century. 

Although we cannot be sure of the usage of such finds, a local chief at Oron in Cross River 

State, where another feline skull was excavated, seemed to believe that it was part of a 

predecessor’s grave goods. It is conceivable that the distribution of such carnivore skull 

castings in the region from the Niger Delta to the Cross River suggests the movement of 

traveling Igbo metal workers and merchants. The leopard was a significant icon among many 

groups in this region, and the most noteworthy manifestations of leopard imagery were in the 

context of secret societies and leadership. 

Recent Arts of Secret Societies 

Cross River communities are usually governed by groups of elders. The power of each elder 

is in turn enhanced by membership in various societies. A typical community includes 

numerous societies, each with its own purpose. In the past, these included associations for 

warriors, hunters, entertainers, and for combatting witchcraft. Many continue into the present 

day as fraternal, political, or commercial associations. Women as well as men belong to 

societies, though rarely to the same ones. 

Society members communicate through a complex system of secret gestures and nsibidi, 

a repertoire of ideographic signs (fig. 10-4). (See also p. 288.) Nsibidi embody power as well 

as signify meaning, for mastering the obscure system of signs and symbols is one way in 

which leaders of the organizations establish their authority. Nsibidi symbolize ideas on 

several levels. Most people, even those not initiated into a society, recognize signs that have 

to do with human relationships, communication, or household objects. At another level, 

“dark” signs of danger and extremes, often actually bolder in form and darker in value, have 

to do with moral judgment and punishment. Finally there are complex signs whose meaning 

and use is vouchsafed only to the most privileged levels within the associations. These 

indicate rank and secrecy. Considered vital forces in themselves, nsibidi are often considered 

to be the very essence of a society. The most powerful signs are intricate diagrams drawn on 

the surface of the earth in times of crisis or as sacred acts. Only those who have the proper 

rank and knowledge are authorized to see such powerful signs. Nsibidi signs are also used as 

an aesthetic enhancement on fans, trays, drums, cloths, masks, and other objects used in 
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Cross River associations. 

The oldest Cross River secret society may be the all-male Ngbe society. Although Ngbe 

likely originated as a warfare society among the Bakor-Ejagham populations of the central 

Cross River region (ngbe is an Ejaghem term meaning “leopard”), it has spread through the 

entire area. The association is known as Ekpe in some areas, and the Ekpe of the eastern Igbo 

was described in chapter 9. The importance of Ngbe, or Ekpe, was partially a result of the 

slave trade, which was centered in Calabar and was dominated by the Efik people by the end 

of the eighteenth century. In their search for wealth, power, and prestige, Efik patrilineages 

bought and sold membership in Ngbe/Ekpe to other groups. 

Ngbe still provides a means for maintaining the welfare of the community, assuming 

responsibility for political, economic, judicial, and social aspects of life. The ultimate source 

of authority in the association comes from the leopard spirit itself, which embodies the 

collective spirit of the membership, living and dead. Leopards allude to the natural forces that 

remain outside of and beyond the ken of the human community, while invoking the traditions 

and continuity of the human community. The leopard spirit is ritually invoked to release 

Ngbe’s/Ekpe’s power for the well-being of members and the community at large. Members 

achieve the status of elder as they advance through a hierarchy of grades. 

Each Ejagham community has an Ngbe lodge, usually the most impressive structure in 

the village, where secret meetings are held and secret objects stored. The presence of the 

leopard is suggested by a special place within each lodge, a recess within the precinct refering 

to the forest domain of the leopard. From here the “voice of Ngbe” may be heard in the form 

of a friction drum. Symbolic and abstract designs play across the ukara cloth displayed 

outside or inside the lodge (see Igbo use of ukara by Ekpe members in chapter 9, fig. 9-24). 

In these banners, stitched with raffia fibers before being dyed in indigo, the leopard may be 

referred to in abstract designs indicating its spots, in special nsibidi symbols or in figurative 

renderings of the leopard or of the masked dancer that enacts the role of the spirit. A 

rectangular assemblage made of cane, covered with animal skulls, horns, sticks, leaves, 

carved objects, pieces of rope, brooms, and drums, and fringed with raffia is typical of 

objects prominently displayed inside the lodge (fig. 10-5). 

In addition to the objects that belong to the entire lodge, each grade has a distinctive set of 

costumes, rituals, dances, and masks. The elaborate trading network along the river formerly 

involved the selling of rights to Ngbe and other associations, including the right to perform 

their various masquerades (see Aspects of African Cultures: Masquerades, p. 324). The group 

selling the rights would perform the masquerade in the village of the buyer group, then return 

home, leaving their masks and costumes behind. The river trade thus helped to spread related 
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art events and art objects among diverse peoples over a broad area, though changes in both 

form and meaning took place as local copies of masks and costumes were made and time 

passed. 

The leopard dance includes the appearance of the leopard spirit in the form of a 

masquerader (fig. 10-6). Okum-ngbe, the term used for all masquerades representing the 

spirit, appears in several forms, usually associated with specific grades. The most universal 

variation is called Nyankpe, which entertains or performs in initiations. Nyankpe wears a 

body suit with orange, black, and white horizontal stripes. Raffia ruffs surround the neck, 

wrists, and ankles, a reference to the natural environment from which the leopard comes and 

to the mystery and danger of the wilderness and of Ngbe. Nyankpe carries leaves in his left 

hand, conveying ideas of tradition and continuity. His right hand manipulates a whip 

symbolizing authority. A feathered rod atop his head hangs forward over the face, 

symbolizing leadership. The bell suspended at the left hip signals his approach. 

When Nyankpe emerges from the lodge, he seems to be vigilant, seeking hidden leaders 

so he can bestow his blessings. His movements then become flamboyant and aggressive, 

seeming to defy gravity as he lunges, shimmies, teeters, and careens, catches himself, stands 

at attention, paws the earth impatiently, throwing a foot forward in challenge. Graceful, 

creeping, prowling moves give way to staccato action. 

Numerous people along the river have adopted carved wooden forms of masks as well as 

the fiber masked costumes of Ngbe. Masquerades are performed by accomplished dancers at 

funerals, initiations of new members, and other events sponsored by associations. Two types 

of masks dominate: helmets masks and crest masks. The helmet mask in figure 10-7 covers 

the entire head of the wearer like an inverted bucket reaching to the shoulders. When the 

mask was made, fresh animal skin was stretched and tacked over the soft wood from which it 

was carved. After the skin dried, it was stained with pigments made from leaves and barks. 

The opposing sides of the double-faced mask represent male and female faces. The male face 

is normally stained dark all over, while the female side has portions left in the natural color of 

the animal skin. Similar masks may have three or four faces. Feathers, quills, and other 

objects would have ornamented the mask in performance. On many masks, messages are 

painted in nsibidi markings. 

Crest masks do not cover the head but rather sit on top of it. They are attached to a 

basketry cap, which is held on the wearer’s head by means of a chinstrap. The long neck and 

towering coiffure of the elegant crest mask in figure 10-8 would have emphasized the height 

of the masked character who wore it. The skin sheathing imparts a startling realism. In some 

masks attaching real hair to the scalp may heighten this effect. 
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Inserts of metal pieces for eyes, wooden pegs for pupils, and the use of bone, ivory, 

metal, or small pieces of palm rib for teeth may add further to the realistic impact. Circular 

dark-stained relief forms on the temples represent scarification patterns. Such masks were 

worn with elaborate flowing gowns. 

CAMEROON GRASSLANDS 

To the east of the Cross River, in western Cameroon, lies a mountainous region known as the 

Cameroon grasslands. Numerous small groups of disparate origins spread throughout this 

region prior to 1900. Stateless societies as well as highly centralized kingdoms arose and 

participated in a flourishing trade network. The best known of these are the Bamileke and the 

Bamum in the east, and the Tikar in the west. The rulers, or fon, of the numerous kingdoms 

used art to bolster the prestige and authority of their courts, and alliances among kingdoms 

involved exchanges of art objects identified with the royal structure. Over time, these 

exchanges caused many cultural features to be shared among grasslands courts, which has 

permitted scholars to speak of an overriding “grasslands art style.” 

Aspects of African Cultures 

Masquerades 

Masks are among the most widely known, collected, and admired of African arts. Outside of 

Africa they are generally displayed and appreciated as sculpture. Their dazzling 

inventiveness, expressive form, and evident craft certainly reward that form of attention, yet 

the isolated and inert public display of sculpture is utterly alien to an African point of view. A 

mask is never seen publicly in Africa except in performance, in motion, at which time it is 

not an object called “mask” at all, but the head or face of an otherworld being that has 

appeared amid the human community. In fact, most African languages do not have a word 

that can be accurately translated as “mask.” Instead, the name for a particular mask is 

generally the word for the being that the mask helps make manifest. 

The masker—the human wearing a mask and its associated costume—is a transformed 

being: not a person imitating a spirit, but a person whose identity is subsumed into the 

otherworld being who is now truly present. The appearance of such beings is not casual or 

undertaken lightly. Instead, maskers appear in the context of a masquerade, a ritual or 

performance art which takes place in a time and space normally isolated from the routine of 

daily life. Played for an audience, a masquerade is usually activated by music and includes 
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dancing or other dramatic action and sometimes singing and other verbal arts. Each spirit 

masker has its characteristic gestures and movements, which are also part of its essence. 

While virtually all African masks are used to manifest spirits—usually spirits of nature or 

ancestors—a continuum exists from those characters that are largely secular, on the one hand, 

to those that command, manipulate, and represent powerful spiritual, natural, and social 

forces, on the other. 

Masquerades are normally performed as an element of still larger rituals, especially 

rituals of human passage, the passing of seasons, or the stages of the agricultural year. Yet 

they are also considered by Africans themselves as discrete ceremonies in their own right, 

indicated by the fact that each masquerade generally has a name. Since most masks are worn 

only by males and most masquerades are male dominated, they are an especially fruitful 

arena for invoking gendered values and behavior. At the same time roughly half of all 

maskers embody female characters. Many maskers also evoke animals or more abstract, 

composite powers of nature. 

In all cases masquerades are performed not simply to entertain, however entertaining they 

may be, but to effect change in their communities. Indeed, a prime characteristic of the 

African masquerade is its capacity to get things done. As active agents of transformation and 

mediation, spirit maskers help effect many kinds of change: children into adults, nominees 

into leaders, elders into ancestors, seedlings into productive crops, sickness into health, or 

crime into judicial resolution. Such occasions are the masquerade’s most frequent contexts. 

Even the expressive, entertaining aspects of masquerading move the community: away from 

the humdrum of everyday life toward the excitement, excess, and release of festivity and 

spectacle. 

For all of these reasons, it is appropriate to speak of masking as an “embodied paradox.” 

The masquerade is symbolic and allusive, but tangible. It is an illusion, but at the same time 

real. The characters are invented, yet are quite capable of inflicting damage. The masquerade 

will affect its audience on one level, its participants on others. Masking always has both 

emotional content and some degree of instrumentality; it is affective as well as effective, and 

one of the continent’s most expressive and content-rich art forms. HMC 

The development of grasslands courts reached a peak in the nineteenth century during a 

period of flourishing trade that increased the availability of imported materials and luxury 

goods. Believed to be sacred, kings were spiritual as well as secular leaders. Beneath the 

king, society was comprised of a hierarchy of titled nobility and commoners. Nobility was 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 367



further divided into those descended from the sons of kings (nobility of the blood) and those 

descended from commoners rewarded for their service to the king with a title (nobility of the 

palace). In a typical grasslands community, a large percentage of the population was 

considered noble. Commoners had no claim to any art, which was used exclusively by the 

king and, by his grace, the nobility. Whether it was employed directly in the king’s service or 

used by a retainer or a prince to exhibit his own rank, all art theoretically belonged to the king 

who also had a monopoly on all precious materials—brass, imported fabric, and imported 

beads. Theoretically the fon also owned the hides, teeth, and claws of animals such as the 

leopard, elephant, buffalo, crocodile, and serpent, as well as the right to use them as symbols. 

The authority of the king decreased with colonial domination in the early twentieth 

century and has been regarded with suspicion by modern governments. However, each king 

remains the symbolic sovereign and acts in a fundamentally ceremonial capacity in his realm 

today. Art is still used as a means of bolstering the authority of the elite. 

Palace Architecture 

The most conspicuous symbol of kingship in the heyday of grasslands splendor was the royal 

residence. Although many palace compounds have been replaced by tin-roofed, concrete 

block buildings, some have been maintained or restored, and a few have been proclaimed 

national monuments by the Cameroon government. 

Numerous domed units made up the palace at Foumban, the capital of Bamum (fig. 10-9). 

By the end of 1910, this magnificent building had been destroyed, but photographs and 

detailed descriptions exist. Long straight rows of tall, domed houses connected by saddle-like 

roof sections created a complex of several distinct areas, each centering upon a courtyard. 

The basic building unit was a square room surmounted by a domed roof. Lattice walls made 

of three layers of palm rib were assembled on the ground and lifted to be joined together. 

Frameworks for the ceiling and roof sections were similarly completed on the ground and 

hoisted into position. The completed roof was topped with thatch and the walls were 

sometimes plastered with clay. In addition to the multiple units that served as domiciles for 

members of the court, there were granaries and gatehouses. Larger separate buildings served 

as audience halls, clubhouses, and market buildings. Great courtyards served as settings for a 

variety of activities. Upwards of three thousand people were housed in the palace and its 

adjoining buildings, including the king’s 1200 wives and 350 children. 

This photograph taken in 1907 shows Njoya, king of Bamum from 1885 or 1887 to 1933, 
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standing in the inner courtyard of the palace near the reception hall. Carved pillars supporting 

the roof depict paired male and female retainers dressed in loincloths and headdresses 

indicating high status. A double-headed serpent motif is burned into the grass frieze over the 

columns. As royal symbols, double-headed serpents suggest that the king can assure military 

victory by striking on two fronts simultaneously. 

Sculpture played an important role in the decoration of grasslands palaces. Structural 

elements such as houseposts and doorframes were often carved, sometimes with considerable 

depth and openwork. 

Grasslands doorways are raised from the ground and resemble windows set low enough 

to step through. Their frames are usually carved in relief and sometimes painted in 

polychrome. Figure 10-10 shows Obemne, king of Baham, seated at a door in his palace. His 

predecessor, Poham, commissioned the doorframe. Compared to the more restrained posts in 

the Bamum palace (see fig. 10-9), the doorframe here is a lively, dynamic composition in 

which voids interact with solids to suggest energy and movement. The carvings tell a 

cautionary tale about Poham himself, whose unfaithful wife left his court to have a child with 

one of his subjects. Poham, depicted seated and smoking his pipe at the lower left of the 

composition, ordered the punishment of the immoral couple and the beheading of the 

unfortunate child. 

A doorframe from the small kingdom of Fungom shows a less flamboyant style (fig. 10-

11). Here the frame is manifestly solid, its rectangular beams carved in low relief with 

human, animal, and abstract geometric forms. While the carvings add to the architectural 

beauty of the building, they also offer symbolic protection against evil and unwelcome callers 

by referring to the power of the king and his royal ancestors. 

Arts of the Royal Treasuries 

In the palace, the king surrounded himself with elaborate, sometimes massive visual displays 

that declared his economic, socio-political, and religious authority. These constituted the 

royal treasury, a rich accumulation of textiles, clothing, portable objects, furnishings, 

sculpture, and masquerades. The king brought together great numbers of artists, the best of 

whom might be rewarded with noble status for their work. The availability of brass, beads, 

cloth, and other luxury goods in the nineteenth century inspired artists of the time to develop 

great numbers of spectacular royal art forms. During the colonial period, the abundance of 

royal art decreased dramatically and its quality diminished. Today, artists still create some 

forms for royal courts, but most of their work is now produced for foreign buyers. 
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Perhaps the most significant status symbol in the grasslands area is the carved stool. A 

typical grasslands stool has a ring base, a central and often cylindrical supporting portion, and 

a disk-shaped seat. Nearly everyone in the region owns a stool, however humble. The most 

impressive stools are carved for the king and serve as thrones. Grasslands artists lavished 

considerable inventiveness on royal thrones, which are often embellished with the likenesses 

of leopards, pythons, elephants, and buffalo—all animals symbolizing sovereignty. 

At some point, probably at the beginning of the eighteenth century, a larger version of the 

cylindrical stool-throne, one that included a back, was introduced. One of the finest examples 

is the throne of Nsangu (ruled c.1865–72 to c. 1885–87) (fig. 10-12). The cylindrical 

openwork support depicts interlaced double-headed serpents. Rising from the back of the seat 

are two figures representing high-ranking retainers serving the king. The male retainer holds 

a royal drinking horn, the female a bowl. Two figures of warriors carrying flintlock guns 

stand atop a separate openwork rectangular footstool. Retainers carved in sunken relief dance 

on the front panel. The entire ensemble is covered with heavy fabric richly embroidered with 

cowrie shells and colorful beads. 

Royal thrones are believed to receive life force from their owners. Thus at the death of a 

king, his throne dies as well, and it may be buried with him or exposed to the elements to 

decay. Some thrones are given away as gifts to visiting dignitaries. Some seem to have been 

inherited by a successor, but a king rarely uses a predecessor’s throne as his state seat. 

Instead, soon after his coronation, a king orders the creation of a new stool, specifying the 

motifs to be associated with his reign. In this spirit, Nsangu’s son Njoya commissioned a new 

throne for his own use (fig. 10-13), and gave Nsangu’s throne to German associates as a gift. 

Interestingly, the photograph shows that Njoya requested a duplicate of Nsangu’s throne, 

instead of specifying a new iconography. 

Textiles are included in the royal treasury as well. Indigo-dyed cloths are often draped 

within the palace or in an outdoor arena to provide a back-drop for an appearance by the king 

(fig. 10-14). The royal cloth is rich in patterns with specific meanings, some of which are also 

used as bead-embroidery designs on thrones. Many grasslands kingdoms import such cloths 

from the Jukun people of Wukari, a town in northeastern Nigeria. The kingdom of Kom was 

long the exclusive importer of Wukari cloths into the grasslands area. 

Drums, sculpture, stools, and numerous smaller objects from the treasury may be 

displayed around a king seated in state. These smaller objects may be held by retainers or by 

wives of the king. Figure 10-15 shows the king of Babungo attended by four of his wives, 

each of whom holds a portable object from the royal treasury. The woman to the left lifts a 

bead-decorated calabash used as a container for palm wine. An important item of regalia, the 
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calabash often appears as an attribute in royal portraiture, where it may be shown in the hands 

of a wife. The wife to the right foreground holds a drinking vessel carved from buffalo or 

cattle horn and adorned with abstract designs that allude to status. The wife to the rear holds a 

ceremonial flywhisk whose handle is worked with bead embroidery. The woman at the king’s 

shoulder carries a brass pipe, a symbol of high status and an important ceremonial object. 

Cast using the lost-wax technique, the pipe depicts a German officer, a reminder of 

Germany’s colonial presence during the early twentieth century. Almost everyone in 

grasslands society smokes tobacco, but the pipes associated with important men are 

extravagantly different from the everyday types used by ordinary people. While ordinary 

pipes are usually made of terracotta or wood, royal ceremonial pipes may be made of brass, 

stone, bone, or even ivory. 

Furniture and containers were ornately carved with motifs that alluded to rank and power. 

A photograph taken in 1908 documents a number of royal wooden bowls used in the Bamum 

palace during Njoya’s reign (fig. 10-16). Such bowls served a variety of purposes. Some are 

food bowls, while others supported calabashes filled with beverages. Sacrifices were also 

placed in such bowls to propitiate supernatural or ancestral powers. Some are kola nut 

receptacles, which were kept near kings so that the kola was ready to be offered to guests. 

Bowls of terracotta were also used in the palace, and the vessel shown in figure 10-17 was a 

container for sauces. 

Grasslands artists employ a number of abstract, sometimes geometric motifs derived from 

depictions of various symbolic animals. The openwork base of this ceramic bowl is carved in 

a motif of bands and knobs known as the spider motif. The motif evokes the large earth 

spider, which lives in a burrow below the ground and is thus believed to connect the realm of 

humans (above ground) with that of the ancestors (who were buried in the earth). Active at 

night, it sees things humans cannot see, such as wandering spirits and nocturnal beings. The 

spider is a symbol of supernatural wisdom and auspicious power. Ultimately the motif refers 

to the importance of ancestral spirits who guide the king and his people. The spider motif is 

also noticeable on the end of Njoya’s footstool (see fig. 10-13), where it served to remind the 

court that Njoya was an agent of the royal ancestors. 

The belly of the bowl and the upper portion of its rim are decorated with the frog motif. 

More directly representational than the spider motif, the frog motif depicts the heads and 

forelegs of two frogs joined back-to-back to a single, abbreviated body. The motifs are linked 

together by joining the forelegs of each unit to the next. The frog is the second most 

frequently used motif on grasslands prestige arts. Grasslands belief systems associate the frog 

with human fertility, a concept central to ideas of strength and power as measured in the 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 371



numbers of people that support the king and provide his kingdom with a work force and an 

army. 

It is customary in the grasslands for a king to have his portrait carved during his reign, 

along with portraits of titled women such as the more important royal wives and the queen 

mother. In some regions, a king’s portrait is carved during the reign of his successor. The 

artist Bvu Kwam carved a portrait of Bay Akiy, king of Isu, in the eighteenth century (fig. 10-

18). The ruler is shown seated on a four-legged animal. He lifts a cutlass with his right hand 

and holds in his left hand the head of the king of a small neighboring state, a trophy of his 

triumph over the enemy. The expressive facial features are accentuated by the addition of 

ivory teeth. The head turns to the right, helping to activate the vigorous figure. A cord with a 

huge bead and a piece of human femur hangs from the neck. Attitudes of victory, rejoicing, 

and ferocity are all encompassed in the figure, which was carved to serve as a symbol of Bay 

Akiy’s reign as well as to evoke the power of his office and his family. 

Grasslands portraiture does not stress physical likeness. It is not so much the 

physiognomy of the individual that is depicted but the position the person holds and his 

character. The individual is recognized by attributes rather than by physical appearance. 

Several features suggest that this image is a symbolic portrait of a king. The pose of the 

figure indicates status, for sitting suggests rank. Normally, a person of great status sits in the 

presence of his lessors, who must stand. The ceremonial knife and the trophy head that the 

figure holds are likewise indicators of royal authority. 

The dynamic dancing woman in figure 10-19 is one of the best-known of the grasslands 

sculptures. Created in Bangwa in the nineteenth century, the figure presents a figure of 

mature womanhood marked by both sexual and social maturity. Attributes such as collars of 

beads and leopard teeth pendants, beaded loin cloth, and armlets allude to her special status in 

grasslands hierarchies. She may represent a royal wife, or she may be the mother of twins. 

But the attributes of the figure suggest she played another role as well. She holds a basketry 

rattle carried by the woman who leads the dance in honor of the earth, and while she may 

indeed represent a royal woman, she also represents a priestess of the earth. The vigorous 

movement of her body shows her in the act of singing praises to the earth, perhaps as she 

would at the funeral rituals for a king. 

In the kingdom of Kom, portrait figures include a representation of a royal stool. The 

stool serves as a base from which a standing figure, shown from the thighs up, seems to be 

emerging. Often referred to as throne figures, they are not used as chairs but rather serve the 

same purposes as other commemorative portrait figures elsewhere in the grasslands region. 

The stool can be seen as an attribute, a reference to status, much as trophy heads or 
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calabashes in other royal portraiture traditions. 

Kom figures were carved in sets that included the king and some of his wives and 

retainers. Three figures of one set are still used in Kom (fig. 10-20). A king of Kom named 

Yu carved the set, which originally included six figures, in the first decade of the twentieth 

century. Carving is seen as an honorable profession in the grasslands, and some kings have 

had considerable reputations as carvers. Yu, who reigned from 1865 to 1912, is said to have 

organized a group of his fellow sculptors to produce a prodigious amount of art for his court. 

A number of these artists are still remembered in Kom by name. 

The central figure in the photograph is known as the afo-a-Kom, or “thing of Kom.” The 

people of Kom consider it to be an effigy of Yu himself, and thus a type of self-portrait that 

now serves as a memorial ancestor figure. Yu is depicted wearing a cap and holding a short 

staff. Although a photograph of Yu himself with at least two of these Kom figures shows 

their surfaces to have been unadorned, the bodies have since beer covered with cylindrical 

beads. The rose-colored beads covering the afo-a-Kom evoke the reddish color of the 

camwood cosmetic that ritually covers the body of the king during his installation. 

A variation on royal portraiture was introduced in the 1920s in the work of Prince 

Ibrahim Njoya, a kinsman of Sultan Njoya (fig. 10-21). Prince Njoya created wonderful 

action drawings in a series of illustrated chronologies of the history of Bamum. Despite their 

unconventional design and use of Western materials (watercolor and crayon on paper), 

Ibrahim’s king lists shifted perceptions of royal grasslands portraiture, yet still reflect 

traditional practices of recording dynastic succession through royal portraiture. 

Royal Spectacle and Masquerade Arts 

Not only was the grasslands palace a work of art and a repository for numerous art forms, but 

it also served as backdrop for special events that reinforced ideas of central control and 

hierarchy. A particularly striking festival called nja formerly occurred annually in the 

kingdom of Bamum during the dry season. Prestige and beauty seem to have been its focus. 

All the king’s subjects met at the palace dressed in their finest raiment. The facade of the 

palace was festooned with royal textiles, and the ceremonial site before the palace was 

enhanced with objects from the treasury, including the royal throne. The king made an 

appearance before his subjects as the incarnation of wealth and might. 

During the festival, which was an art of spectacle, the king, his retainers, his councilors, 

indeed, all significant persons of the kingdom, danced in special dress. Some retainers 

appeared in disguise, wearing masks, followed by councilors in batik dress and wearing 
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headdresses similar to the king’s. Princes, descendants of former kings, followed in their own 

elegant dress, holding symbolic flywhisks. 

Njoya’s costume for the nja festival was photographed in 1908 (fig. 10-22). In posing for 

the photograph, Njoya himself chose to wear a colonial uniform and to have a surrogate 

model the nja garment. According to the photograph, when Njoya appeared in the festival, he 

wore a fake beard of tubular beads. Armlets and anklets of beads weighed down his limbs. A 

voluminous loincloth of cloth from Wukari draped to the ankles in massive folds between his 

legs. From his hips hung bead-embroidered otter pelts. A belt with double serpent heads 

girded his waist. A bead-covered figure of a man served as the handle of the white horsetail 

flywhisk in his right hand. A bead and leopard tooth necklace cascaded over his abdomen and 

chest. A ceremonial sword boasted a serpent head hilt suspended from his shoulders by a 

cloth-covered scabbard decorated with bead-work spiders. On his head Njoya wore a huge 

headdress known as mpelet, with flying fox figures made of cloth, beads, and feathers. A 

double train of Wukari cloth draped from his waist, supported by numerous retainers in this 

dramatic photograph. 

Masquerades appearing in royal festivals are usually performed by men’s societies, whose 

membership is determined by status or achievement and is highly regulated. Each society has 

its own special house, its own masks, costumes, dances, and secret language. Each acts on 

behalf of the king to establish order and to preserve the social and religious structure of the 

kingdom. 

One such society is Kwifo. While the king hears complaints and counsels his people, it is 

the awesome Kwifo that acts as a police force, carrying out punishments and executions at 

night (kwifo means “night”). As an agent of the king’s administration, Kwifo also mediates 

significant conflicts and pronounces sentence in both civil and criminal cases. Each Kwifo 

society has a mask that serves as a spokesman and representative. Known as mabu, this mask 

presents the decrees of the society to the community. It ushers the members of Kwifo through 

the village, alerting the people of the approach of the group, and compelling them to behave 

appropriately. Other masks are credited with supernatural strength generated by the 

“medicine” of Kwifo, and embody the aggressive and terrifying nature of the society. 

Because of the gravity of the events surrounding their arrival, their wearers do not dance. 

The photographs in figures 10-23 and 10-24 are typical of Kwifo masks. Such masks 

usually perform in groups of eight to thirty, accompanied by an orchestra of drums, 

xylophone, and rattles. When they make special appearances at the burial and 

commemorative death celebrations of a member of the group, they are viewed with awe and 

reverence. 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 374



The mask in figure 10-23 is typical of grasslands masks that depict human-like male 

figures, with its exaggerated features, open mouth, and bulging eyes. Large and helmet-

shaped, it is worn at an angle on the top of the masker, whose own head is covered with a 

cloth through which he can see. The headdress carved on the mask’s crown alludes to a 

prestige cap worn by kings and titleholders, reminding viewers of the high status of the group 

performing the masquerade, while the repeated earth spider motif carved on it alludes to the 

awesome powers of ancestors and spirits. The forest buffalo represented in figure 10-24, 

along with the leopard, elephant, and serpent, are royal icons symbolic of the privileges and 

authority granted to the group by the king. The mask here is worn with a costume of feathers. 

In the Bamileke region of the grasslands, a society known as Kuosi is responsible for 

dramatic displays that involve spectacular masquerades. Formerly a warrior society, its 

membership is now composed of powerful, wealthy men. The king himself might even don a 

mask for appearance at the Kuosi celebration, a public dance sponsored every other year as a 

dazzling display of the kingdom’s wealth. Kuosi elephant masks such as those in figure 10-25 

have large flaps of cloth that cascade over the masker’s chest and down his back. Covered 

with beaded designs, the flaps symbolize elephant trunks. Costumes worn with the masks 

include beaded garments, tunics of indigo-dyed Wukari cloth, and leopard pelts. Headdresses 

may be attached to the masks or worn by themselves with a costume. Some headdresses, 

great expanding forms covered with red parrot feathers, look like extravagant flowers. 

Leaders of the Kuosi society report directly to the king, and may be allowed to wear beaded 

sculptural crests that represent leopards or elephants, both royal animals. 

Perhaps the most famous of all masks from the Cameroon grasslands is a sculpture so 

formally compelling that many scholars consider it to be one of the masterpieces of African 

art (fig. 10-26). This style of forcefully abstracted mask probably dates at least to the 

eighteenth century. While similar masks have been found in several grasslands kingdoms, the 

historical center of production seems to have been the kingdom of Bandjoun. There the 

masks, called tsesah, were instruments of a closed association known as Msop. They were 

brought out to participate in the enthronement of a king or to act in the mourning festivities of 

great personages. They also came out to perform the tso dance at the palace, accompanied by 

ritual flutes. The tso dance symbolized the sovereignty of the kingdom and took place at the 

funeral of a king or a queen, at annual agricultural rituals that marked the end of the harvest 

and the new year, at special rituals that had to do with transcendent power, and at certain 

meetings of Msop. As with most of the works from the grasslands kingdoms, the form of this 

headdress conveys something of the spiritual and social authority of its owners. The 
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sculptural style embodied in tsesah is no longer a part of the grasslands repertoire. 

MARITIME ARTS: THE DUALA 

Far to the southeast of the grasslands region, on the coast of Cameroon, a number of peoples 

live in close relationship to the waters of the ocean, estuaries, and rivers. Both their economic 

and spiritual lives have long been connected to the maritime environment, and many of their 

arts reflect this tie. 

When European ships first appeared off the Cameroon coast some five hundred years ago, 

one of these peoples, the Duala, initiated a trading relationship that lasted for centuries. By 

canoe they transported such goods as ivory, palm oil, rubber, and slaves to European ships 

anchored offshore, receiving in return European goods that were quickly integrated into 

Duala culture. The long centuries of trade influenced Duala social structure as well. Among 

the Duala, as among others in the region, lineage leaders had governed small groups of 

people. But because Europeans seemed to prefer negotiating with one recognized authority in 

any given area, the Duala came to raise certain lineage leaders over others, giving them the 

role of spokesman and creating a new position of chief. Objects such as the ornate stool 

shown here were created as prestige objects that supported the position and authority of these 

newly created chiefs (fig. 10-27). Duala stools typically have a wide horizontal base and a 

curving seat. Geometric motifs interspersed with animal images decorate the bases. Here, 

serpents and birds are worked into a symmetrical design. 

The canoe and the arts associated with it have become a cultural metaphor for the Duala. 

Sacrifices to water spirits who controlled success in fishing in the rivers and estuaries were 

offered from canoes, and it was canoes that enabled the Duala to carry on their European 

trade. This trade fostered the growth of prosperous families, who competed with each other 

not only in business but also in canoe races. Such competitions are still important to the 

Duala. Racing dugouts today measure about fifty to seventy-five feet long and some three-

and-one-half feet across. Up to thirty paddlers, each with his own personally decorated 

paddle, help to speed these crafts in competition. The surfaces of the sleek canoes are painted 

in a variety of geometric patterns, and the name of each craft, carved in relief, is also painted 

in the same bright colors. An elaborate openwork ornament called a tange is attached to the 

prow. The tange shown here is painted in bright colors (fig. 10-28). Typical for the form, it is 

carved with an abundance of human and animal images engaged in a variety of activities. 

Tange iconography is chosen to intimidate rivals, and the figures depicted are usually 

expressions of power. 

Serpents and birds dominate canoe iconography. Usually the two are shown in 
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confrontation. Here, a large snake writhes along the underside of the tange. Rising up over 

the tip, it has begun to swallow a bird standing on the upper side, even as it is being attacked 

by a second bird from below. The violent action underscores the superior strength of the 

canoe’s owners. The lethal serpents symbolize a force that leaves no room for retaliation. 

Birds, on the other hand, may symbolize speed, suggesting rapid movement over the water. 

At the same time, they also signify power and strength. Other animals on the tange may refer 

to family totems or represent strength. They may also refer to Duala organizations. For 

example, the leopard depicted standing at the rear of the projecting section, while it is 

associated with leadership and connotes authority and chieftancy, may also refer to closed 

associations in the Duala area. 

Images of humans on a tange may represent mortals of special rank or spirits in human 

guise. On both the long projecting element and the plaque-like crosspiece at its base, the 

central figures are dressed in European clothing and posed symmetrically. The man depicted 

on the crosspiece carries Duala dance wands; the man on the projecting section carries dance 

wands and wears an elaborate headdress indicating special status. Since both figures are 

dressed as Europeans but have non-European attributes as well, they may represent Duala 

persons of high rank, for Duala chiefs frequently greeted the ships of trading agents in 

European military garb. Europeans were associated with wealth and power, and it is possible 

that the intent of such images was to suggest an economic alliance between the owner of the 

canoe and the powerful European traders that he controlled. 

Seated secondary figures in this tange also wear European clothing and footwear, but they 

participate in non-European activities. One reaches out and grasps the tongue of the leopard, 

while the other grasps the tail of a serpent. This type of imagery, in which humans 

demonstrate mastery over animals without the apparent use of force, occurs repeatedly in 

Duala arts, and suggests ritual activity and supernatural abilities. Such figures thus combine 

attributes of persons of power in two worlds, the economic world of the Duala with its 

European trade, and the spiritual world. 

Duala artists often integrated European-inspired motifs into their iconography. Such 

motifs were carefully chosen and imbued with meaning. Images of trade goods, including 

weapons, European furniture, goblets, trays, oil lamps, decanters, and clothing, are references 

to social status, for example. On this tange, imported parasols serve as finials on either side 

of the crosspiece. 

The Duala no longer carve wooden masks or perform with them, and in fact, they seem to 

be unaware that their predecessors did. Most masks collected by Europeans are painted 

horizontal headdresses with geometric designs carved in relief, painted with bright European 
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enamels (fig. 10-29). Descriptions of performances suggest that masks were worn atop the 

performer’s head with the image facing upward. Research has established that masquerades 

were performed in conjunction with secret associations known as losango (sing. isango). 

These organizations reflected the nineteenth-century Duala social system, organized 

according to a person’s status as freeborn, half-free, or slave. Each category had its own 

losango. Nineteenth-century European accounts mention four major Duala losango. Three of 

them are known to have employed masks in their activities. Although we are familiar with a 

number of the masks collected by Europeans, we cannot be sure of the way the masquerade 

appeared and how the costume was worn. An 1884 account described a Duala Ekongolo 

society funeral in which a masker who wore a carved wooden antelope mask was dressed in a 

costume of European and African fabrics. 

GABON 

The dense rain forests of Gabon, which extend through Equatorial Guinea and into southern 

Cameroon as well, are home to at least forty ethnic groups that share a number of traits and 

similar institutions. They live in small, independent communities. Centralized political 

institutions such as those of the grasslands area of Cameroon are unknown. Instead, men’s 

organizations help bring about social cohesion. 

Reliquary Guardians 

Almost all these groups venerated the relics of ancestors. These were bones and other objects 

belonging to important deceased relatives—those who were leaders, courageous warriors, 

village founders, artists or superior craftsworkers, and especially fertile women. Relics were 

believed to be imbued with the powers that those extraordinary people had during their lives, 

powers that could be drawn upon to help the living. 

French colonial officials banned reliquaries (the containers for relics) and the priests who 

controlled them during the first decades of the twentieth century. Until then, consultation of 

the ancestral relics preceded all significant events. Reliquaries took on different forms among 

various groups, but they fulfilled similar functions. A carved wooden head or figure often 

surmounted the container. Although museums display these sculptures unadorned, they were 

decorated with feathers and collars when they were in use. Such heads or figures were not 

understood as portraits of an ancestor or even as symbolic of ancestors. Instead, each was a 

guardian of the relics, a warning to those who approached that sacred materials were within. 

In these forest regions young men were introduced to the reliquaries of their family or 
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association during the exciting and traumatic events surrounding their initiation into 

adulthood. 

Among the best known of the regional reliquary traditions is that of the Fang people. The 

Fang and related groups are said to have migrated from the northeast over the past several 

centuries, entering the coastal areas of Gabon by the mid- to late nineteenth century. 

Historically, the Fang were itinerant, and it is only recently that they have settled into a broad 

area from the Sananga River in Cameroon, near Yaounde, to the Ogowe River in central 

Gabon. 

The migratory existence of the Fang prohibited the creation of ancestral shrines at 

gravesites. Instead, the remains of the important dead, in the form of the skull and other 

bones, were carried from place to place in a cylindrical bark box, the basis of a transportable 

ancestral shrine called nsek-bieri. Within the container were represented a family’s illustrious 

dead. Skulls were the most important, and the number of skulls in a box was a tangible 

reference to the antiquity of the lineage and the power it manipulated. 

The migratory history of the Fang has made it difficult to sort out stylistic groups. 

Individual artists moved from place to place, and styles were transmitted and absorbed easily. 

Moreover, reliquary figures collected from the region early in the twentieth century were 

routinely attributed to the Fang, even though they may well have been created and used by 

other groups. Nevertheless, a northern and a southern Fang style are easily discernible. 

The imposing head with its ornate hairdo shown here is typical of the southern style (fig. 

10-30). Standing over 18 inches tall, it is the largest such head known. The hairline across the

top emphasizes a broad forehead. The hairdo recalls the wig-like headdress called ekuma 

worn by Fang warriors in the nineteenth century. Disks of metal are attached for the eyes. 

The large mouth fills the narrow chin. The lustrous dark brown and black surface, typical of 

the southern Fang style, is the result of regular anointing with palm oil and copal resin. The 

long neck was originally attached to the lid of a bark container for relics, which would have 

been understood as the torso. Stylistic evidence suggests that the figure originated among the 

Betsi people, a southern Fang group located along the Ogowe River in central Gabon. The 

style of the object is very much like that of the heads of figures and half figures used for the 

same purpose in the region. 

The nineteenth-century southern-style bieri from the Okak Fang region in figure 10-31 

glistens with resinous secretions from the oils and resins rubbed into its surface over years of 

use. Its bulging forms define the body of a mature woman, while the face is like that of a 

child. The combination of bulging muscles and stable symmetrical pose creates an anxious 

sense of balance and embodies an important Fang concept of opposing forces brought into 
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balance and thus providing vitality. 

Fang artists from the north carved only full standing figures as reliquary guardians (fig. 

10-32). The beautiful female figure shown here may once have been accompanied by a

companion male figure on a second reliquary. It was created among the Mabea, who live on 

the southern coast of Cameroon and in neighboring parts of Equatorial Guinea and Gabon. 

The Mabea are part of a group of peoples who arrived in this part of Cameroon and Gabon 

before the Fang. Though linguistically unrelated to the Fang, they have nevertheless become 

Fang in culture. 

This very accomplished work is typical of the Mabea substyle of Fang sculpture, in which 

the head is less than one-fourth the height of the elongated figure. A double-crested helmet 

form tops the forward projecting head. Almond-shaped eyes with their clearly defined pupils 

fit into slightly sunken orbits, while an open mouth with teeth exposed through thin lips juts 

forward over a negligible chin. Tall and thin, with an elongated torso and slender extremities, 

the body is naturalistically carved with rounded forms and well-modeled musculature. The 

elongated arms reach to the thighs, and the hands are separated from the thighs by carved 

projections. The distended belly is typical of all Fang-related figures. Like other Mabea-style 

figures this one has a light patina and smooth, well-finished surfaces contrasting to the dark 

and oozing surfaces of southern examples. 

In addition to ancestral consultations, bieri figures were used during initiations. The 

consumption of a plant with stimulant properties induced a trance lasting for hours during 

which the “resuscitation of the ancestors” was enacted by detaching figures from reliquaries 

and moving them behind a raffia screen as puppets. In the heightened atmosphere of 

ceremony, music, dance, and altered consciousness, this show must have been particularly 

dramatic. 

Adjacent to the Fang in the Upper Ogowe River area of eastern Gabon and into the Congo 

Republic live the Kota peoples, a number of groups with common cultural traits. Their 

present position is due to their movements under pressure from the Kwele peoples, who were 

driven from their own territories between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries by the 

Fang. Kota subgroups such as the Shamaye, Hongwe, Obamba, Mindumu, and Shake each 

stayed more or less together as entities during migrations over the past several centuries, but 

many others were broken up and scattered. Although they share many cultural traits, the 

groups are by no means homogeneous. They live in villages comprising two or more clans. 

Clans in turn comprise several lineages or family groups that trace descent from a common 

ancestor. This is an important point related to their art, for like the Fang, the Kota revere the 

relics of ancestors. 
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The Kota keep bones and other relics of extraordinary ancestors in baskets or bundles 

called bwete. Bound into a packet and lashed to the base of a carved figure, the bones formed 

a stable base that allowed the image to stand more or less upright. The type of bundle varied 

according to location. The figures, called mbulu-ngulu, like the guardian figures on Fang 

nsek-bieri, served as protectors of the bundle (see fig. 10-30). 

At times a community brought all its reliquaries together in the belief that their combined 

power would offer greater strength against a danger. In some instances a group of families 

kept their reliquaries together under a small shelter erected away from the houses. 

Bwete was called on in time of crisis to combat unseen agents of harm. Its intercession 

was sought in such vital matters as fertility, success in hunting, and success in commercial 

ventures. A husband could use it to guard against his wife’s infidelity, for it was believed that 

if he placed pieces of her clothing in the reliquary, an unfaithful wife would be driven mad. 

Families took their bwete to ceremonies of neighboring villages to strengthen the allied 

community. The display of the bundles and their shiny, visually riveting figures was 

accompanied by feasting, dancing, and the making of protective medicines. 

Several types of mbulu-ngulu, and a number of substyles, can be identified. All are based 

upon the human face, even though they are abstracted and refer to non-human spiritual 

forces. All are carved of wood, then have copper and brass sheeting or strips applied to the 

surfaces. This shining material both attracts our attention and acts as a shield, and it is 

possible that it was seen as being able to deflect evil forces. 

The plane of the face is almost two-dimensional in conception on the southern Kota 

mbulu-ngulu in figure 10-33. A distinctly concave, oval face is framed by a transverse, 

crescent-shaped crest above and two lateral wings that suggest a hairdo. Cylindrical pegs 

drop from the wings, suggesting ear ornaments. Disk-shaped eyes were created by applying 

metal bosses. Sheet metal in alternating segments of brass and copper forms a cross-shape on 

the face and completely covers the front of the crescent and the wings. A long, cylindrical 

neck connects the facial configuration to an open lozenge, which can be read as the arms of 

the figure, and which was once used to lash the mbulu-ngulu to its bwete bundle. 

The smaller mbulu-ngulu in figure 10-34 is a variation on the theme. The transverse crest 

is much narrower than the crescent-shaped crest in figure 10-33. The lateral wings are curved, 

and there are no eardrops, though holes in the wings may have held earrings. The face of the 

figure is convex rather than concave, with a bulging forehead and eye sockets. Both sheet 

copper and sheet brass have been used to cover the form. A diadem motif frames the 

forehead, picked out in copper. The circular, projecting eyes are unusual for Kota figures. 

Faces of reliquary figures sculpted by Hongwe artists are shovel-shaped (fig. 10-35). The 
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Hongwe are one of the many groups who live in close proximity to the northeastern Kota. 

Hongwe reliquary figures consist of three distinct sections: the oval, concave face cut off at 

the bottom to produce a shovel-like form; the cylindrical neck; and an oval, openwork base. 

On the figure here, a vertical sheet-metal strip divides the face in two. Parallel strips of brass 

are hammered into the wood like long staples. Brass bosses situated about two-thirds of the 

way down the central strip serve as eyes. The nose is a beak-like piece of brass below the 

eyes. Strips curve vertically from the eyes to the base, giving the appearance of a mustache. 

There is no mouth. A fillip at the top seems to represent hair projecting to the rear. The 

cylindrical neck is wrapped in copper wire. The open oval base covered with sheet metal 

served to lash the figure to its bwete bundle. 

Many other peoples in the region use figures to guard reliquaries, including a number of 

related peoples in southeastern Gabon such as the Shira, Punu, Vungu, and Lumbo. Although 

the guardian figures created by these groups are functionally akin to those of the Fang, the 

southern Kota, and the Hongwe, formally they resemble sculpture from the area of the lower 

Congo River (see chapter 11). One particularly fine example of a reliquary from southeastern 

Gabon is in the so-called white-face style shared by the Punu, the Lumbo, and a number of 

other groups (fig. 10-1). Here the delicate features are picked out in white and accentuated 

with black markings. 

Masks and Masquerades 

Many of the peoples of the region use masks to initiate men into powerful fraternities. Some 

masks establish the position of families within the larger community, while others acquire 

supernatural powers for their owners. This section looks briefly at the masks of three groups, 

the Fang, the Kwele, and the Punu. 

While lineage groups organize most aspects of Fang life, a number of secret societies cut 

across lineage lines to address the community as a whole. One such society, now outlawed, 

was Ngil, a fraternity with judicial and police functions. Ngil settled disputes between clans, 

punished criminals, and searched for and destroyed evildoers and witches who acted against 

the community. Within a village, Ngil represented several lineages and clans, but its impact 

reached beyond the family, and it could even be involved in the judicial affairs of several 

villages. 

Spirits made manifest by maskers carried out the decrees of Ngil. Like the agents of 

Kwifo in the Cameroon grasslands, Ngil masks arrived at the home of a suspect in the dead of 

night, accompanied by a throng of members carrying torches. The masks were said to protect 

individuals against evil spells, poisonings, and recognition by outsiders. The word ngil means 

“gorilla,” and masks worn by the association members shared the awesome size and dramatic 
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elongation of this mysterious and powerful forest creature. 

The abstract, elongated Ngil mask in figure 10-36 is almost two feet tall. Made of soft 

wood, it is whitened with kaolin, which for the Fang symbolizes the power of the spirits of 

the dead. Beneath a massive domed forehead, high arches over the eyes taper to a narrow 

chin, forming a heart-shaped face. A long, narrow nose separates the concavities of the cheek 

planes. The brows and eyes are picked out in black, burned into the surface with a red-hot 

blade. The serene countenance of the mask belies its terrifying role, for it represents a horrific 

being whose role was to eradicate evil. Ngil masquerades brought punishment to adulterers, 

thieves, debtors, poisoners, and those who were disrespectful in their dealings with society 

members. In use, a collar surrounded the mask, and a headdress made of feathers and raffia 

added to its size and bulk. The masker’s body was painted black, white, and red, and he 

spoke in a raucous and forbidding voice. 

The mask here was taken from an Ngil fraternity in 1890. Before French colonial officers 

banned Ngil in 1910, such masks may have aided in governing Fang communities for 

centuries. Ngil masks have not been used since the beginning of the twentieth century, but 

other styles and types of masks have succeeded them. Many newer masks seem to be 

modeled to some extent after the formal characteristics of Ngil masks such as the heart shape 

and the white coloring with black trim. 

One newer type of Fang mask is ngontang. Ngontang masks were probably introduced in 

response to the coming of Europeans, for they began to appear in the 1920s, and the term 

ngontang literally means “young white woman.” The mask is said to represent a female spirit 

from the land of the dead. Because Europeans are so pale, the Fang initially believed that they 

were spirits returning from the dead, and the link between white people and dead people is 

expressed in this masquerade. Ngontang masks are used in rituals aimed at locating sorcerers 

who misuse spiritual powers for their own gain. They also appear to entertain on the occasion 

of solemn family events involving the dead and ancestral spirits, such as death rituals, 

mourning, and birth celebrations. 

The ngontang shown here is a cylindrical helmet mask ringed with four oval faces (fig. 

10-37). Each face, with its concave heart shape, is painted with white kaolin. Delicate designs

in black burned into the surface vary from face to face. A dozen slender horn shapes once 

sprouted from the top of the head, only two of which remain. In the past when such a mask 

was worn, the masker’s body was concealed with raffia fibers. Today, clothing, socks, and a 

fiber collar attached to the mask serve to conceal the wearer. 

The Kwele are a fairly small group of forest people who in the early decades of the 

twentieth century moved from the headwaters of the Ivindu River into the Kota area, thus 
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forcing the Kota into new territories. Like other peoples in the region, the Kwele formerly 

drew on the power of the relics of the dead for the benefit of the living, a practice they called 

beete. Beete was considered medicine for an ailing people. Relics were called upon in times 

of crisis, such as epidemic, famine, multiple deaths, or the deaths of great men or women. 

Disputes between family-based men’s societies, ebaaz (sing. baaz), sometimes also required 

the healing power of ancestors. 

The community was expected to reach a certain level of energy or animation before the 

remedy of beete was applied, because medicine should be applied to something hot. In Kwele 

belief, hot people are less susceptible to illness. To bring themselves to the necessary heated 

state, the community invited forest spirits, ekuk (sing. kuk, to lead them in dance. As neutral 

outsiders, ekuk could bring together a possibly riven community in a way that human leaders, 

such as the leaders of rival ebaaz, could not. Maskers made the spirits manifest. Entering the 

village to the accompaniment of music, male spirits pranced rhythmically, while female 

spirits (also danced by men) shuffled slowly. Human followers mimicked their dance steps. 

The mask shown in figure 10-38 is typical of the kuk masks used to lead dances in 

preparation for beete. The concave, heart-shaped face is painted white with kaolin. The eyes 

and nose are blackened, as is the area that surrounds the face. Superstructures indicate 

specific types of ekuk. The superstructure of this mask is a large zigzag form with four 

smaller renderings of the characteristic heart-shaped face carved in low relief. 

Other types of Kwele masks belong to ebaaz. One of the most important of these is the 

gon mask, which displays the sagittal crest, triangular forehead depression, and canine teeth 

typical of the skulls of the adult male gorilla. Like other gon masks, the one shown here is 

stained dark and its fangs, mouth, and triangular forehead section are painted red (fig. 10-39). 

The gon masker darkened his body with charcoal and wore a minimal loin covering of 

mongoose skin. In his hand he held five javelins. His attendants controlled him and held him 

back by means of a rope around his waist. Gon ran around the village throwing his spears at 

anything in sight, trying to kill loose animals. The ferocity of gon made him a “kuk of 

medicine.” He was considered antisocial, acting the role of a leader of war. Aggressive, 

uncouth, and fearsome in his actions, gon was sent out by a baaz to test the mettle of others. 

He could be sent out for retribution, for punitive action, or to extort other ebaaz. 

A number of groups in southern Gabon share a style of mask that has come to be known 

as the white-face style. Like the masks of the Fang, the Kota, the Kwele, and other peoples of 

Gabon, the faces of their masks are whitened with kaolin, the color of spirits and the dead. 

But while most masks in Gabon are abstractions of human and animal features, the white-

face masks tend toward an idealized yet naturalistic human female face. Various groups make 
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the masks, but those of the Punu and the Lumbo are probably the best known. The Punu mask 

shown in figure 10-40 is typical of these refined, lovely maidens. The rounded contours, 

naturalistic proportions, narrow slit eyes with swollen lids, high arched brows, fleshy lips, 

and ornate coiffure distinguish these masks from other white-faced female masks such as the 

ngontang (see fig. 10-37) or the Igbo maiden-spirit masks (see figs. 9-37, 9-38). The red 

scarification patterns—keloids in a lozenge formation just above the bridge of the nose and in 

rectangular formations at the temples—tell us that this mask represents a female character. 

The elaborate hair-do is black, while the sensuous lips are red. Such masks are called mukudj 

by the Punu and are still worn during public ceremonies and at funerals. The performance, 

which is extraordinarily beautiful, requires great skill, for it is accomplished on stilts that 

raise the dancer as much as ten feet above the ground (fig. 10-41). 

While the mask performance brings joy to the community, apprehension and uneasiness 

accompanies its appearance, for talented dancers are vulnerable to envious adversaries who 

may attack with sorcery. The mukudj performer must be continually vigilant and acutely 

aware of his surroundings to guard against mystical onslaught. The stilts provide a panoramic 

vista, permitting him to anticipate and dodge likely strikes by any who come with sinister 

schemes. The elevated position is also a reference to the source of his powers of agility and 

balance, which are said to be obtained from birds, also elevated above the earth. Symbolic 

acts such as throwing leaves or pouring water into the dancing arena and symbolically 

sweeping it are also used to counter supernatural attacks. Additional mystical security is 

gained by wearing or holding protective “medicines” in the form of charms. Finally the 

performer must himself acquire powers of clairvoyance. Snakes, with their flexibility and 

undulating movement, may also bestow agility on the dancer. Snakes’ ability to scare 

potential antagonists is also a crucial attribute for the dancers, who draft a band of 

bodyguards and assistants. 

CONTEMPORARY INTERNATIONAL ARTS 

Many artists in Central Africa today are self-taught or trained as sign painters. Others receive 

formal, academic training on the Western model and produce art for an international 

clientele. While most of the great heritage of African art is three-dimensional, many first-

generation international artists in Africa seemed to prefer the medium of paint and two-

dimensional forms. An exception is the sculptor Leandro Mbomio Nsue (born 1938), from 

the small country of Equatorial Guinea. Mbomio studied in Spain in the 1960s. He 

subsequently lived in exile for many years before returning to his native country, where he 

served as minister of culture. Mbomio’s father and grandfather were both Fang sculptors, 

who carved masks and bieri figures in wood. Mbomio, in contrast, casts his figures in bronze. 
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Nevertheless, the rounded shoulders and overall proportions of the piece titled Mascara 

bifronte recall those of older Fang works (fig. 10-42). Mascara bifronte may suggest to 

Western eyes the types of sculpture that European artists of the first half of the twentieth 

century were producing in response to the inspiration of African forms. Perhaps a similar 

spirit of homage is at work in Mbomio’s sculpture as well, for the artist has stated that “we 

have a human debt to make the ways and customs of our ancestors fruitful, prolonging them 

in time in keeping with new necessities.” 

Pascal Kenfack (b. 1950) has taught at the University of Yaoundé, where he is both artist 

and art historian, Like the forms created by Mbomio, those painted in oil on canvas by 

Kenfack recall twentieth-century experiments by European artists. Here the allusions to an 

African past lie not in the style, with its elegant abstract shapes, but in the title, “The Child 

and the Ancestor,” which stresses the continuity of life across generations (fig. 10-43). 

While the bronzes of Mbomio and the oil paintings of Kenfack seem to be rooted in 

European modernism, sharing its quest for formal beauty, a number of artists from this part of 

Africa are now tuning to the contemporary, postmodern world. They work in multimedia, 

installations, video, and other forms of art associated with the new century. Despite the fact 

that there are hardly any galleries that present contemporary art in Cameroon and Gabon, 

quite a number of talented artists work in cities such as Douala and Yaoundé. Here work 

often addresses social issues. 

Joseph Francis Sumégné (b. 1951) works in Yaoundé, fabricating sculptural personages 

from recycled materials. In works such as Les 9 Notables (“The 9 Dignitaries”) (fig. 10-44), 

Sumégné presents the viewer with an installation of nine figures seemingly drawn in three-

dimensional line through manipulating recycled wire and rods. He fills the faces with other 

materials recovered from the modern waste heap and clothes them in remnants of blankets 

and scraps of fabric to suggest living personages, perhaps alluding to royal portraits of 

leaders of the past. The figure illustrated here is crowned with a headdress that recalls the 

bifurcated crowns of grasslands leaders. The beard of cowrie shells and soft drink can tabs is 

reminiscent of faux beards of cowries or beads worn by grasslands rulers. 

Isaac Essoua, a Douala-based artist who goes by the pseudonym Malam, not only paints 

and sculpts but also creates installations that confront the viewer with raw, often shocking 

imagery. In response to the shock of the September 11, 2001 attack on the World Trade 

Center Towers, Malam recorded his emotional response in expressionistic plaster forms to 

embody the feelings that overcame him as he viewed the live coverage on television. In a 

remarkably short time he created these dramatic and poignant pieces to display at a special 

exhibition in Douala, known as Doual’Art (fig. 10-45). The terror felt around the world on 
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that day is suggested in the raw forms that evoke images of charred human remains 

intertwined with architectural remnants. Malam says: 

“My works deal with the reality of life, the suffering and the inequality, the slavery 

that still exists today. In everyday life everyone witnesses poverty, war, murder, abuse, 

hunger …” 
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11 The Western Congo Basin 

CENTRAL AFRICA IS DOMINATED by the Congo River and its numerous tributaries, which 

drain a vast region embracing several climatic zones and a landscape that varies from high-

altitude tropical rain forests to savannah-woodlands and semi-arid plains. This huge river 

system has historically served as a primary means of transportation, and thus also of cultural 

diffusion and influence. The region’s dense rain forests apparently discouraged human 

habitation for many centuries, for in comparison to other parts of Africa the Congo basin has 

been settled only recently. Linguistic studies suggest that Bantu-speaking populations from 

the northwest began to move into the area during the first centuries AD, possibly encouraged 

by new crops introduced via the Indian Ocean and the newly acquired technology of iron, 

which allowed them to make tools capable of cultivating the forested lands. Fanning outward 

over succeeding generations, speakers of Bantu languages came to dominate the region, as 

indeed through their various migrations they did the entire southern portion of the continent. 

Those who settled in the rain forest zones, much like those people in the forests of 

southeastern Nigeria or Gabon (see chapter 10), established small-scale societies governed by 

lineages or associations. Those that settled in savannahs often established more centralized 

systems of chieftaincy or kingship. 

Art among peoples of the western portion of the Congo basin is used in leadership, 

funerary, and commemorative contexts, for the manipulation of mystical powers, and during 

rites of initiation and passage. These uses can be discussed in the context of several stylistic 

and cultural clusters. The first cultural cluster centers around the lands once controlled by the 

kingdom of Kongo, which gave its name (Congo) to the Congo River and two modern 

nations. Lands along the Atlantic coast both north and south of the river were part of this 

kingdom, which was inhabited by the Kongo people themselves as well as by other groups 

such as the Yombe, Bwende, Beembe, and Boma. Rival kingdoms and neighbors included 

Loango and the Teke. Today their territory is in the Democratic Republic of Congo (formerly 

Zaire), the Republic of Congo (the former French Congo), the enclave of Cabinda, and the 

northwestern corner of Angola. A second cultural cluster is found in the Kwango and Kwilu 

river valleys, now located in southwestern Republic of Congo and north-central Angola, 

where the Yaka, the Suku, the Pende, and the Salampasu live. Many of the groups in this 

region were dominated by rulers of the Lunda Empire. The Chokwe, who were controlled by 

the Lunda before they began a period of expansion from northern Angola into the Democratic 

Republic of Congo and Zambia, can be tied to these groups as well. The third cultural cluster 

is located in the lands along the Kasai and Sankuru rivers. This region of the Democratic 

Republic of Congo is home to the many peoples associated with the centuries-old Kuba 
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kingdom, a confederation consisting of some nineteen ethnic groups. 

EARLY ART 

Iron implements were in use throughout the region by around AD 500, as were other 

technologies characteristic of settled agricultural life such as weaving and pottery. Gravesites 

from early periods suggest that material goods such as copper, iron, and beadwork were 

associated with status, and they point to the development of craft specialization, long-distance 

trade, and hierarchical political structures. 

One of the oldest extant carvings from Central Africa was found in Angola (fig. 11-2). 

Made of wood, it appears to be a headdress or a mask representing an animal of some sort, 

with tapered half-closed eyes, large nostrils, and pointed ears. The greatly simplified body 

suggests four tiny legs and a tail; engraved lines suggest the stripes of a zebra. According to 

radiocarbon dating it was made during the eighth or ninth century AD. The tradition of 

masking and the practice of creating beautiful art objects would seem to extend far back into 

the history of the area. 

THE KONGO KINGDOM 

One of the best known and best studied political units in all of Africa is the kingdom of 

Kongo. According to oral tradition, Kongo was founded toward the end of the fourteenth 

century by a ruler named Nimi a Lukemi, who established dominion over the area around 

Mbanza Kongo, his capital south of the mouth of the Congo River. The kingdom grew 

through the conquests and alliances made by his successors, and by the time Portuguese 

explorers arrived in 1483 it had become perhaps the largest state in Central Africa, a centrally 

organized nation with governors ruling over provinces on behalf of a king. In 1491, the 

Kongo king Nzinga aNkuwa converted to Christianity and was baptized as Joao I. His son 

and heir Afonso Mvemba a Nzinga established Christianity as the state religion, thereby 

fostering friendly relations with several European countries. However, the Portuguese 

launched a transcontinental slave trade that led to bloodshed, instability, and civil war. By the 

end of the sixteenth century up to ten thousand slaves a year were being sent from the region 

to Portuguese holdings in Brazil. When the Dutch, British, and French arrived in the region in 

the seventeenth century, the kingdom of Kongo had broken up into a number of fragmented 

kingdoms. A century later its expansion had ended. 

Early Leadership Arts 

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, art proclaimed the sacred authority of the 

Kongo kings. Luxury goods testified to their status, wealth, and privilege. Figures, stools, 
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staffs of office, textiles, and other wonderfully embellished utilitarian objects set the king and 

his chiefs apart from commoners and established their right to rule. A beautiful textile made 

of raffia fiber was collected in Kongo in the seventeenth century (fig. 11-3). Such luxurious 

cloths were produced by a special weaving technique that created patterns of raised lozenges, 

some of which were snipped after the weaving was completed to create a plush or pile effect. 

Most such cloths are monochrome, but here color has been applied to create a two-toned 

design. 

Raffia textiles may be depicted covering the stepped platform in a seventeenth-century 

drawing of the king of Loango and his court, once a subsidiary of Kongo but which had 

gained its independence from the kingdom by this time (fig. 11-4). The indigenous weaving 

industry died out after European contact in favor of imported material, though many other 

decorative arts associated with nobility continued to be made. Ivory, for example, was carved 

into flywhisk handles, scepters, and staffs. The staff for a Kongo ruler shown here contained 

spiritually charged substances (some of which are visible on the head of the seated figure), 

thought of as medicines, or as points of contact where supernatural powers intersect. Both the 

substances and the object they activate are called nkisi (pl. minkisi), a term with no equivalent 

in English (fig. 11-5). In fact, ritually invested rulers were themselves once considered to be 

minkisi, for they were conduits for extraordinary powers. The ruler shown seated in state on 

this scepter holds a staff of authority in his left hand and chews on a special type of root 

associated with medicines of chieftainship held in his right hand. The type of root the king is 

shown chewing is a mild drug expected to make his judgments impartial. 

Religious Arts 

While the peoples of Kongo believed in a supreme being, referred to as Nzambi Kalunga, 

there was the belief that it was ancestor spirits and lesser spirit beings that communicated 

with the human community. The earth and the spirits of ancestors buried within it played an 

important role in Kongo religious beliefs and practices. Much attention was paid to concepts 

of fertility and the continuity of the community. 

These religious concerns inform a beautiful mother-and-child carving in figure 11-6. It is 

typical of numerous maternity images called pfemba produced along the Yombe and Kongo 

coast. Although extant examples date to the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, they 

evidently draw upon much older traditions, which may have their roots in the pre-Christian 

period. Kneeling on a base and supporting a nursing child on one knee, the mother wears her 
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hair in a mitered style that was once fashionable among both men and women in the region. 

Her teeth have been filed to points. Her body, adorned with richly textured scar patterns on 

the shoulders and across the upper breast, is further embellished with bracelets and a necklace 

of beads. The hairdo, filed teeth, jewelry, scarification, and the maternal pose suggest ideal 

womanhood. The red coloring of the example here may reflect this, for red is related to birth 

and death, both of which are viewed in Kongo thought as transitional states. While the 

original functions of pfemba are not known, today they are used in connection with women’s 

fertility practices. 

Kongo artists began to work with the established iconography and artistic forms of 

Christianity in the sixteenth century, producing objects such as the crucifix in figure 11-7. 

Cast in copper alloy, the object follows the essential form of its European prototypes. While 

the earliest Kongo versions of crucifixes were naturalistically modeled, later examples such 

as this imply local proportions and changes in meaning as well. Here the exaggerated 

flattened hands and feet are entirely abstracted. Facial features are Africanized, and the 

prayerful secondary figures, perhaps mourners, are severely abstracted. Their placement—

one in relief on the base of the cross and two perched on its arms, would be unusual for a 

European crucifix, but such treatment is not uncommon in Kongo examples. 

Although Christianity withered after the dissolution of the Kongo kingdom in 1665, 

elements of Catholic ritual found their way into the contexts of many Kongo religious beliefs 

and practices. Christian images persisted even when their meaning shifted. Crucifixes, for 

example, became symbols for the meeting place of the worlds of the living and the dead, for 

cross forms were identified with crossroads, long an important concept in local philosophical 

and religious thinking. 

One Christian saint who was turned to a new purpose was the Portuguese-born Anthony 

of Padua (c. 1193–1231). Called Toni Malau (“Anthony of good fortune”) in the KiKongo 

language, he became popular in Kongo during the seventeenth century. During the early 

eighteenth century, a young Christian woman who declared that she was possessed by his 

spirit was convicted of heresy and burned at the stake. Her goal as a female royal seems to 

have been to recreate a united Kongo Kingdom, and her martyrdom signaled the beginning of 

a movement for the revival of the kingdom. Within the religious sect that honored her 

memory, figures of Toni Malau were used as instruments of healing. The statue of Toni 

Malau shown here probably dates from the nineteenth century (fig. 11-8). Details such as the 

saint’s tonsure and the robe with its folds of cloth and rope sash are clearly based on 

European prototypes that have been carefully reproduced. But the infant in his arms, a Christ 

child in European depictions of the saint, here appears very African, seated on what seems to 
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be a Kongo box throne and carrying a flywhisk, both traditional African symbols of 

leadership. 

It was not only in the area of religious imagery that the Portuguese made an impact: the 

Portuguese themselves became subject matter for the Kongo artist. The base of the drum in 

figure 11-9 depicts a Portuguese sailor holding a goblet and a bottle of gin. It was probably 

carved early in the nineteenth century, when the slave trade was still an important economic 

activity in the area. Depictions of Portuguese were also carved in ivory or wood as mementos 

for visitors to take back to Europe. 

Funerary and Memorial Arts 

An eighteenth-century description of a funerary procession by a European visitor to the 

region reveals the spectacular nature of Kongo burial rites. According to this account, the 

body of the king was covered with mats and raffia cloth. Imported linens, cotton prints, 

sheets, and silk goods were then wrapped around the bundle, and fabrics were sewn edge to 

edge on the exterior. This enormous cloth construction formed a “body” at least twenty feet 

long, fourteen feet high, and eight feet thick, topped by a head representing the deceased ruler 

who was being buried. The entire structure was placed into a wheeled cart, which was pulled 

to the grave by over a dozen straining men, and was followed by mourners. 

Perhaps inspired by such funerary rites, the Bwende, a subgroup of the Kongo area, 

formerly transformed their most illustrious dead into ritually wrapped mummies called 

niombo (fig. 11-10). The custom of niombo burials apparently flourished during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. On the death of an important chief, mats and cloths 

were collected. Niombo makers studied the corpse carefully, noting such details as filed teeth 

or tattoo markings, for the work was to be a symbolic portrait. The body was smoked, dried, 

and wrapped, first in fine raffia cloth mats, then in brightly colored cloths and mats, both 

imported and locally produced. Hundreds of cloths might be used until a massive bundle 

swelled out. A reinforcing frame of canework was placed around it to create a trunk, arms, 

and legs, and the completed bundle was finished in red blanket fabric, red being a color 

associated with the mediating powers of the dead. The fabric portrait head topped the figure, 

stuffed with soft grasses and cotton. Occasionally an important man commissioned his 

portrait head prior to his death. 

The niombo in figure 11-10 towers over the entourage transporting it to its final resting 

place. Within a strongly delineated diamond shape a field of embroidered spangles suggests 

the spotted pelt of the leopard, avatar of royal power. The diamond shape, or lozenge, appears 
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frequently in Kongo art. Here it probably indicates that the four corners of existence (four 

stages of life) have been completed by the deceased. In combination the lozenge and 

leopardskin motifs may signify that the ruler now not only governs the clan but also has 

dominion over relatives in the world beyond. The open mouth of the figure indicates the 

speech of the deceased, uttered on behalf of the living in the world of the ancestors. The right 

hand up, left hand down gesture, called the crossroads pose, refers in part to the boundary to 

be crossed between the living and the dead. The gesture is that of a mediator, for the 

community believes that the honored niombo will intervene on their behalf with spirits in the 

other world. 

In ordinary burials among the Bwende, dancing and singing builds to a level of high 

fervor. Everything was intensified even more in a niombo burial. Dancing took place for a 

number of nights in succession, not only in the village of the deceased but also in surrounding 

villages. On the day of the interment, the dancing suddenly stopped. After a generous feast in 

honor of those who provided cloths for the burial, the niombo was carried through the village 

to the accompaniment of a special orchestra. Hundreds of people may have been in the 

procession, dancing, singing, working, and joking as the niombo was guided to the grave. 

When it finally touched bottom, a great cry issued from the crowd as they simultaneously 

jumped into the air. Their mediator had entered the world of the dead. 

A related practice is seen in a photograph taken in 1909 in the Yombe town of Maduda 

(fig. 11-11). Here a corpse has been prepared and placed in a box-like bundle covered with 

cloth and surmounted by a carved figure. The representation of the deceased, dressed in 

European clothing and smoking a pipe, holds a parasol in his hand, a mark of status and 

dignity. 

The Beembe, yet another group associated with Kongo, create cloth mannequins called 

muzidi for their deceased (fig. 11-12). Unlike the niombo of the Bwende, muzidi are not 

buried, but rather pacify a deceased spirit by serving as a reliquary for his disinterred bones. 

The Beembe normally bury their dead under a structure made of poles and thatch. Should the 

village subsequently experience misfortune, divination may reveal that the dead person is 

demanding a more fitting site. The body is disinterred, and its bones are wrapped and then 

placed in a muzidi made of a cane armature, sometimes stuffed with dried banana leaves, and 

covered with red and blue cotton cloth. The magnificent example shown here assumes the 

burial pose. A muzidi is kept in its own house, from which it might be taken out to serve as 

judge in disputes. 

The cemetery itself is an important part of the community in Kongo thought. A grave is 

viewed as nkisi, as it contains ancestral forces and other spirit powers and makes them 
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available to humans. In fact, the entire cemetery with all its graves is a source of substances 

used as protective medicine. It is placed near the entrance to a village as a shielding force and 

a source of ordering power for the community. 

On a grave may rest an assemblage of possessions such as guns, umbrellas, vessels, hoes, 

and other objects that symbolically summarize the life of the deceased. Included is usually 

the last object that touched his lips before he died. The objects provide strong links to the 

spirit and bind the living and the dead. Also on the grave or in a small house nearby may be a 

carved wooden or stone figure called a tumba (pl. bitumba). Serving as a guardian of the 

grave, the tumba represents the person who lies within, usually a distinguished member of the 

community. It provides a focus for those who come to the grave to consult the ancestor. 

The tumba in figure 11-13 represents a ruler. He is portrayed in a meditative pose, one 

knee brought to his chin, his hands clasped over it. The pose is said to communicate sadness, 

both the sadness of the man who has left his family and his people, and the reflected sadness 

that they experience in his loss. His downcast eyes focus his attention inward as he 

concentrates on his new role as mediator between the living and the dead. Painted tears 

convey his own weeping as well as that of those who mourn him. 

Soapstone (steatite) bitumba were often referred to as mintadi (sing. ntadi). The 

marvelous example illustrated here shows a ruler seated cross-legged on a base, his head 

turned to the left, smoking a pipe (fig. 11-14). The pose reveals Kongo attitudes toward the 

role that the deceased dignitary was to play in the spirit world. As mediator between the 

living and the dead, he was to assume the role of listener and decision-maker that he had 

played in the world when he was alive. When a king smoked, all others were silent. Smoking 

was a sign demonstrating that the king needed distance from his affairs; it created time for 

thought and prevented things from unfolding too rapidly. In this sculpture, the ruler turns his 

head away from the ordinary. Further distancing himself from the everyday, he places his arm 

over his knee, creating a symbolic barrier between his inner thoughts and the world. 

In Yombe country bitumba may be placed in shrines built for ancestors. A 1908 

photograph of a Kongo shrine in the Boma area shows two of these small structures (fig. 11-

15). These diminutive houses are walled with vertical posts that create a sort of surrounding 

palisade that protects the miniature city thus contrived. The shrine both shields the dead from 

forces without and protects the living. Visible in the foreground shrine are three wooden 

bitumba whitened with kaolin. The color evokes the white skin of the dead and is associated 

with moral correctness and spiritual perception. 

Bitumba are made in a relatively restricted area on the left bank of the Congo River 

between the cities of Matadi and Boma. In some neighboring areas, the illustrious dead are 
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commemorated instead with funerary ceramics. The hollow ceramic cylinder (diboondo) 

shown here once marked the tomb of a wealthy and socially prominent person (fig. 11-16). 

Raised moldings divide its surface into five horizontal registers above a base. Meaningful 

patterns fill the three uppermost registers. The openwork lozenges in the fourth register from 

the top stand for the emptiness of death. The lozenge evokes the path of the sun, which in 

Kongo belief journeys between the living and the dead. Lozenges, although not open, in the 

running frieze in the third and uppermost registers, also refer to death in that they mark points 

of birth, life, death, and afterlife. The diamond shape is compared to a type of crystal that the 

Kongo view as a mystical lens through which the other world can be viewed. Rectangular 

panels filled with rows of small raised bosses and marked with a hole at each corner appear in 

the top two registers. The bosses in these panels suggest to the Kongo the counters in a 

traditional game in which players jump through a maze of stones. While the game is beautiful 

to watch and requires skill, at a deeper level it is said to inform about the realities behind the 

apparent ending of life. Thus, the panel instructs viewers that death begins a new life in a new 

realm. In the uppermost register, contiguous diamonds with tiny bosses at their angles refer 

again to the cosmogram, this time marking the positions of the sun at dawn, noon, sunset, and 

midnight as it moves from the world of the living above to the nether world of the dead. 

Minkisi 

Close communication with the dead and belief in the efficacy of their powers are closely 

associated with most important art forms used by the Kongo and many other groups 

throughout Central Africa. All exceptional human powers are believed to result from some 

sort of communication with the dead. Notable among people with such powers are agents 

known as banganga (sing. nganga), who are believed to be able to see hidden things. They 

work as healers, diviners, and mediators who defend the living against witchcraft, and 

provide them with remedies for diseases resulting either from witchcraft or the demands of 

spirits, bakisi, emissaries from the land of the dead. 

These remedies, minkisi, are primarily containers—ceramic vessels, gourds, animal horns, 

shells, bundles, or any other object that can contain the spiritually charged substances also 

known as minkisi. As discussed earlier, graves are considered minkisi, and these containers 

have been described as portable graves. Many include earth or relics from the graves of 

powerful individuals as a prime ingredient. The powers of the dead thus infuse the object and 

allow the nganga to control it. Such minkisi served many purposes. Some were used in 

divination, many were used for healing, and others insured success in hunting, trade, or 
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sexual activity. Important minkisi were often credited with powers in multiple domains. Up 

until the beginning of the twentieth century, many minkisi took the form of anthropomorphic 

or zoomorphic wooden sculptures, and it is these that have principally interested art 

historians. In 1921 a Kongo prophet led a great revival of Christianity in the region, bringing 

about mass conversions, and convincing many to relinquish their minkisi. Since that time, few 

of these powerful objects have taken the form of masterfully carved images. 

The group of minkisi shown here was photographed in 1902 in a Yombe community (fig. 

11-17). The large nkisi in the center is an nkondi (plural minkondi), perhaps the best known of 

the many types of minkisi. Associated with formidable powers, minkondi were greatly 

respected. As hunters, they were said to pursue witches, thieves, adulterers, and wrongdoers 

by night. At the turn of the twentieth century, each Kongo region had several local varieties 

of minkondi. Most were activated by driving nails, blades, and other pieces of iron into them 

to provoke them into delivering similar injuries to the guilty. 

The nkondi in figure 11-17 appears to be almost life-size. Centered on its abdomen is a 

bulging form where the substances that empower it have been sealed in with resin. The word 

used for belly also means “life” or “soul,” and activating materials were most commonly 

placed there, though they were also placed at the top of the head, on the back, or between the 

legs. Called bilongo, activating substances included three main types of ingredients: clays 

from the land of the dead; items chosen for their names; and metaphorical materials. The 

most important clays include kaolin, the white mineral closely linked to the world of the 

dead, and red ocher, whose red color refers to blood and danger because the dead have the 

power to both afflict and cure the living. Ingredients chosen for their names include certain 

leaves or seeds whose names are puns for the attributes and functions of the nkisi. 

Metaphorical materials include such things as the heads of poisonous snakes, the claws of 

birds of prey, and nets, all of which suggest the power to attack or capture, to produce death 

or sickness. The bilongo in the belly of the smaller figure to the left are sealed with a mirror. 

Such mirrors enabled the nkisi to see witches approaching from any direction and thus served 

as a sort of compass that told the nganga where evil lay. The glitter of mirrors was also 

believed to frighten witches. The torsos of the minkisi bristle with assortments of objects. An 

nganga petitioned the nkisi by driving nails into it, and each blade thus represents an appeal 

to the figure’s power. Other materials such as ropes, carvings, hides, and mirrors were added 

as well. Without such an accumulation of materials, in fact, a figure was meaningless. 

The form of an nkisi, then, is a record of its use and results from the collaboration of the 

sculptor and the nganga. Their primary intention was not the creation of a work of art but the 

organization of a visual effect in the context of ritual use, augmented by prayers, songs, 
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drumming, dancing, the heightened emotion of the occasion, and various devices reinforcing 

the amazement of onlookers. The sculptor did not always know what purpose the figure was 

to serve, what powers it was to have. Sometimes the pose of the carved figure seems 

meaningful. For example, some minkisi have aggressive poses, with the right arm lifted to 

hold a spear, or the hands placed defiantly on the hips. At other times the figure, while it may 

well have details that call attention to the carver’s skill, seems conceptually neutral, a mere 

vehicle for the meaningful additions of bilongo, nails, and other materials. 

Certain forms of minkisi have specific meanings. The small four-legged nkisi to the right 

in figure 11-17 takes the form of a two-headed dog. Known as kozo, this figure underscores 

the role of dogs in Kongo thought. As natural hunters, dogs live both in the village and in the 

forest, which is associated with the home of the dead. They are said to have four eyes, two for 

this world and two for the spirit world (thus the figure’s two heads). As a hunter, kozo nkisi 

helped the nkondi to track witches. 

An especially striking nkondi was created before 1878 among the Boma group of the 

Kongo (fig. 11-1). Its role as hunter is emphasized by the actual hunting nets tangled around 

its legs. Its open mouth seems to have received food in activating rituals. Nails are especially 

noticeable at the mid-section. Twine, miniature carvings, knives, and other tokens of the 

figure’s supernatural violence are visible. Bits of fabric attached to such objects may be 

referred to as “dogs,” further implying that this is a hunter who can track down and catch 

witches. 

The nkisi in figure 11-18 has been identified as an nduda, a generic term associated with 

minkisi linked to warfare. In the minds of Kongo people, its feather headdress connected it 

with the sky and with violence associated with the “above,” manifested often in such 

phenomena as rain and thunderstorms. These minkisi are usually small figures with mirrors 

attached for use in divination. The nganga was able to look in the mirror and discern a 

warrior’s vulnerability on a given day. Packets of medicines surround the neck, and strips of 

hide that form a dress probably represent animals used as diviners’ familiars. Such animals 

appeared in dreams to the nganga. 

Musical instruments such as those that accompany the burial procession of a niombo were 

also considered to be minkisi (see fig. 11-10). Instruments such as double bells, rattles, slit 

gongs, and whistles were believed to facilitate communication between this world and the 

world of the spirits. Such instruments are often beautifully carved and further empowered by 

medicines embedded within them or attached as packets. A slit gong, a type of drum, shows 

the finesse with which such instruments were carved (fig. 11-19). Here the gong has been 

hollowed from a length of wood, and a delicately contoured head has been carved on one end, 
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much as a mourning figure tops the gong in figure 11-10. 

The fascinating miniature figures of the Beembe group are distinctive among the 

sculpture created in the region (fig. 11-20). Although they may not necessarily have been 

used as minkisi, such figures are said to represent ancestors, both male and female. The 

ancestor represented here holds a knife in one hand and a gourd, perhaps alluding to the 

power wielded on behalf of the living by those who have gone into the realm of the ancestors. 

This figure, like most Beembe examples, has an elongated torso covered with elaborate 

scarification markings, which no doubt referred to specific patterns associated with the body 

of a specific ancestor. 

Sculptural forms are also created by the Teke, who live northeast of the Kongo. These 

harness the powers of spirits, both nature spirits, who serve as intermediaries between God 

and humans, and spirits of ancestors, who may bring health and well-being to the living. Teke 

spirits may be given material form either as containers or as carved wooden figures. These 

figures serve diverse functions, and may be used in divination, for protection against evil 

powers, to get revenge, or to gain in wealth and power. The stiff frontal pose of the example 

shown here is typical of Teke objects, as is the angular style (fig. 11-21). 

The trapezoidal beard that hangs from the chin is a sign of excellence in Teke society and 

a sign of the sacred as well. The facial striations represent a distinctive scarification pattern 

associated with the Teke. The torso is usually summarily carved, since it is destined in the 

normal life of the figure to be covered with medicinal substances or fabric. 

Consecration ritual convinces a spirit to take up residence and transforms the figure from 

a mere object into a living presence and a representation of an ancestor. Protrusions from the 

chest and head of this figure contain consecrating substances, bonga. Bonga usually includes 

white clay or chalk, referring to ancestral bones, a powerful substance believed to counteract 

disease. Other materials may include leaves, plants, animal parts, and hair from venerated 

persons. In this object, resin was molded over the bonga to create egg-shaped forms. Bonga 

often cover the entire trunk from shoulder to hip and may be wrapped with fabric, making a 

powerful visual statement about the potency of both the materials and the object/being. 

Attached objects may impart further meaning. The small iron bell here was probably used 

to call the indwelling spirit, and the knife perhaps assisted the spirit in annihilating a 

sacrificial victim. Kept in its (male) owner’s room, such a figure is considered personal 

property. Its specific power is a secret known to the owner alone. 

IN THE SPHERE OF THE LUNDA EMPIRE 

The area to the south and southeast of the Kongo kingdom was once dominated by the Lunda 
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empire, which flourished between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. According to 

legend, the empire was founded by Chibinda Ilunga, a prince of sacred blood, who came from 

the east where his father, Kalala Ilunga, ruled as a Luba king (see chapter 12). A renowned 

hunter, Chibinda Ilunga traveled far, crossing into the area where Lunda chiefs led small 

groups under a ruler whose inherited authority was symbolized by a special bracelet. When 

Chibinda Ilunga arrived, the bracelet was in the possession of a woman leader, Lueji, who 

welcomed the aristocratic foreigner. After their marriage, she handed the bracelet of her rule 

over to him. Chibinda Ilunga imposed a new system of governance over Lunda lineages and 

introduced more efficient techniques for hunting. These new techniques established the 

Lunda as great hunters (especially for elephant) and helped them to expand their territory and 

power. Eventually Lunda influence was felt from the region of Lake Tanganyika in the east to 

the Atlantic Ocean in the West. 

The Lunda ruler, called the Mwaat Yaav, ruled over the empire with input from a council. 

Local leaders, even those who had been rulers of subservient groups, were allowed to oversee 

their home territory as long as they paid tribute to Lunda overlords. Lunda royal regalia was 

worn both by Lunda and non-Lunda leaders throughout the region. A distinctive headdress 

worn by chiefs within the Lunda Empire has expansive, broad forms (fig. 11-22), and it is 

depicted on art forms such as an elaborate vessel made by one of the smaller populations in 

the region (fig. 11-23). This royal headgear has had an obvious influence upon the regalia of 

the Chokwe, and upon other groups once under Lunda authority, as can be seen in their 

figures of royal personages (fig. 11-24). 

Although the Lunda were powerful and well organized politically until at least the mid-

nineteenth century, there is no art style or form associated specifically with them. They 

borrowed extensively from their neighbors, and the art forms used to bolster their political 

authority and initiate their youth have long been provided by artists of the groups over which 

they established control. The Lunda who live to the east use art created in a style like that of 

the related Luba peoples (see chapter 12); those to the west use a style like that of the 

Chokwe peoples. The beautiful water pot shown in figure 11-23 is a good example. The basic 

form is found over a broad area. To the east, such pots are topped with heads in a Luba style, 

while the head here is reminiscent of Chokwe forms from the west. 

Chokwe Leadership and Initiation Arts 

Local traditions maintain that when Lueji gave her sacred bracelet to Chibinda Ilunga, her 

brothers left in resentment and formed their own groups. They took with them, however, 

many of the cultural institutions that Chibinda Ilunga had introduced and transmitted them to 
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the people they settled among. One of the resulting groups was the Chokwe, centered in 

northern Angola. Chokwe chiefs are descended from Lunda nobles who imposed their system 

of rule over the Chokwe during the seventeenth century. The Chokwe lived long under Lunda 

suzerainty, but during the mid-nineteenth century, in response to changing economic 

conditions, they expanded their territory, eventually populating the region between the upper 

Kwilu and Kasai rivers in southern Democratic Republic of Congo and northeastern Angola. 

Some spread into Zambia. 

As Chokwe chiefs increased in wealth and influence, the arts associated with chiefdoms 

blossomed. Local peoples had long traditions of wood-carving, and their artists produced 

utilitarian, leadership, and luxury objects in a powerful and refined style. With its swelling 

musculature and preponderance of curving elements, the figure of Chibinda Ilunga shown 

here is typical of Chokwe style from this time (fig. 11-24). Such idealized representations of 

ancestors and important historical personages were carved by professional artists and served 

to underscore the rank and position of chiefs. The legendary hunter and culture hero is 

portrayed in full hunting gear. His muscular body, huge hands and feet, and broad facial 

features give a sense of power, while the delicate details of toenails and fingernails and other 

minute details give a sense of refinement. The sweeping, ornate headdress identifies him as a 

chief, and the long plaited and bound beard of real hair alludes to his aristocratic position. His 

massive shoulders are thrown back and, from the rear, emphasize the concave forms of his 

back. The objects he carries refer to his role as hunter. In his right hand he supports a staff 

used for holding a sack of power substances. In his left he carries a medicine horn full of 

substances that assist the hunter, alluding to the role of the supernatural in hunting. Large 

hands and feet further allude to qualities of skill and fortitude that serve him during long 

ventures. 

Chokwe society is matrilineal, and women thus play an essential role in extending, 

transmitting, and solidifying power. Female figures from the period of Chokwe expansion 

reflect the importance of the matrilineage and the transmission of power through women (fig. 

11-25). Such a figure may represent the queen mother or the senior wife of a chief and refer

to the memory of the female ancestor. The robust musculature and assertive forms of out-

thrust chin, breasts, buttocks, and limbs give an impression of great vitality. The coiffure is 

made of real human hair. 

We do not know why Chokwe artists attached actual human hair on some figures. Locks 

of hair and nail clippings are carefully disposed of (or are jealously guarded) in many African 

cultures because it is believed that these materials can be used in witchcraft. These Chokwe 

pieces, together with a few mask forms from other cultures, are thus among the rare examples 
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of African art that use human hair for the beard or the hair of a sculpted head. 

While such imposing figures underscore the dramatic roles played by kings in Chokwe 

society, diviners also contribute to the social and spiritual well-being of the community. In 

fact, their position of leadership is next in importance to that of the chief. Their abilities are 

bestowed by powerful ancestors, and they must undergo extensive training before they can be 

possessed by the ancestral spirit that guides divination. Diviners hold public sessions, and 

may enhance their ability to “see” by applying kaolin and red ocher to their eyes, and by 

manipulating a basket of objects. 

In the method of divination called ngombo ya cisuka, a specialist shakes a chaotic 

collection of seemingly miscellaneous objects in a basket (fig. 11-26). The contents of the 

basket, both natural and man-made objects, are collected by the diviner over time. Among the 

many objects, referred to as tuphele, are tiny figures, bits of wood, seeds, nuts, animal 

remnants, and stones. The collection might be seen as a microcosm, representing all materials 

and many social situations encountered by human beings. 

In the consultation, the client sits opposite the diviner, who holds the basket and shakes it 

and its contents, causing different configurations of objects to appear. Those that come to rest 

on the side near the client are seen as particularly significant and are read by the diviner as a 

response to the problem for which a reading has been undertaken. Interpretation is based on 

the symbolic meaning of the objects and their relative positions in the basket. Hypothetically, 

the basket and its tuphele stand for all the variables in the client’s life, and the combinations 

and relative positions of the tuphele provide meanings that are interpreted by the diviner. In 

the example in figure 11-26, an assortment of tuphele includes miniature carved figures and 

objects, a miniature basket, seed pods, a gourd, animal parts such as talons and claws, shells, 

horsehair, cloth, and even ceramic tile. 

Aspects of African Cultures 

Divination, Diagnosis, and Healing 

African peoples share a prevailing belief that there are explanations for any situation, and 

answers to all questions. Like virtually all the world’s populations, Africans have systems by 

which they seek reasons for suffering and loss and solutions to puzzling dilemmas. 

Necessarily, all these many local systems are about the knowledge and values that create 

order in life. All cultures too have specialists whose training enables them to help ordinary 

people find solutions and uncover the hidden or unknown: the cause of misfortune or disease, 

for example, or an auspicious time for planting or a journey. These practitioners are called 

diviners (or fortune tellers, soothsayers, psychologists, or analysts) and the systems are called 
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divination. Both words contain “divine” because many of these specialists and systems 

invoke ancestors or other spiritual beings to aid in the processes of discovery, and to help in 

bringing order, stability, and health, whether to an individual or to the body politic. 

As aids to their practice, most African diviners construct shrines, sophisticated, often 

complex installations often featuring varied art works. In fact, many of the illustrations in this 

book are of objects used by diviners. These may include figures, metal castings, or 

masquerade materials providing a support for the spirits invoked by the specialist, and the 

drums, gongs, whistles, and other devices used to summon them. Gifts made to the diviner, 

and offerings left for the spiritual forces, may be displayed. As the process of divination often 

requires the diviner to interpret the arrangement of objects shuffled in a basket, thrown on a 

platter, disturbed by animals or insects, or rubbed on a surface, divination equipment used to 

store or manipulate these objects may also be placed in the shrine. Apparel and regalia 

(jewelry, beads, headgear, face or body paint) may also be kept in the shrine. The striking 

appearance of a specialist becomes a part of the mystique of the divination session, which is 

itself frequently a performance; it is set apart from the rest of ordinary life, often in a special 

place and may involve prayer, chant, percussion, dance, or visual effects; it may encourage 

the diviner to enter a trance, or into a state of clairvoyance. 

Although the divination session allows the diviner to interpret a set of symbols, or recite a 

sacred verse, or speak words of prophecy, the client must apply these revelations to his or her 

own personal situation. Often the diviner is adept at assisting the client afterwards as he or 

she determines what course of action to pursue. Diviners, then, are essentially diagnosticians, 

and as such, heal both mind and body. Many, too, were “called” to their profession by 

sickness or an extraordinary event that caused them to seek help from a diviner, the same way 

many psychiatrists in Western culture have been led to their professions. In fact there are 

many analogies between African diviners and psychiatrists: both are normally wise, have 

good memories, extensive training, and deep knowledge of and insight into both cultural 

mores and human nature. Both may prescribe a variety of herbs and other medicines to heal 

the body and address physical symptoms while providing interventions that will repair 

disordered social or ritual relations with family members living or deceased. 

Diviners often oppose anti-social individuals who are believed to use their knowledge of 

physical substances and their abilities to manipulate supernatural forces for personal gain. 

They may also identify men or women as witches who consciously or inadvertently cause 

infertility, misfortune, illness, and death. Yet diviners, because of their own deep knowledge 

of the occult, are sometimes themselves accused of witchcraft. Furthermore, as practitioners 

of ancient forms of therapy, they may be feared or despised by Christians, Muslims, and 
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those trained in Western medical techniques. HMC 

Diviners and chiefs display objects linking them (and their spiritual powers) to the 

ancestors. One of these distinctive artworks served as a royal scepter (fig. 11-27). The 

elaborate headdress of chieftancy with its ribbon-like volute frames the chief’s broad head. It 

is placed over an ornately shaped panel sinuously decorated with angular and curvilinear 

elements. Tacks of brass, the metal of authority among the Chokwe, decorate a volute that 

projects from the front of the panel. Figures and faces incorporated in chiefly staffs could be 

seen as symbolic portraits of the chief himself as well as a chiefly ancestor. Antelope horns 

on the back of the ceremonial headdress of great sweeping curves held magical ingredients 

and emphasized the role of the supernatural in the chief’s reign. A page carried such a scepter 

as part of the chief’s regalia as he went about on state visits. 

Hourglass-shaped stools were seats of authority for ancient Chokwe and Lunda chiefs. 

The stool shown here preserves the circular top and bottom of such thrones and introduces a 

supporting figure between them (fig. 11-28). Such supporting figures are found on Chokwe 

stools only from the region between the Kwilu and Kasai rivers. The Chokwe expanded into 

this region during the nineteenth century, and the supporting figures may reflect the influence 

of the beautiful thrones of their new neighbors, the Luba (see fig. 12-1). While some 

supporting Chokwe figures are depicted in a standing pose, most are as here: a female sitting 

with legs bent and hands to head, a pose of mourning and lamentation. European brass tacks 

cover the top and surround the base of the stool. 

During the seventeenth century contact with European products inspired new leadership 

arts. The chair or throne, made of separate pieces of wood joined together rather than carved 

of a single block, developed from a type of Portuguese chair with leather seat and backrest 

(fig. 11-29). Carved for chiefs, probably as an interpretation of a prestige gift of a European 

chair, they quickly became the primary symbol of chiefly authority. 

Chokwe artists reinterpreted and embellished the European prototype with multiple 

figures from within the Chokwe sculptural tradition. The carved head wearing the headdress 

of chieftancy tops each upright on the back. Two birds drink from a shared vessel on the 

center portion of the top crosspiece, or splat, while a scene alluding to initiation fills the 

lower splat. Frogs are carved on the front legs, and a variety of anecdotal images of daily life 

line the stretchers between the legs, such as women preparing food, a man leading an ox, and 

men carrying a pole. Tacks of brass, the most precious of metals for the Central African 

region, decorate the legs, stretchers, and uprights. 

In addition to referring to the wealth and attributes of the king and his court, this throne 

includes references to masquerades, and to the contexts in which masquerades appear. For 
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example, the center splat oh the back of the chair is carved with a row of seated masked 

figures. These depict chikunza, a masquerade associated with fertility and hunting. Beneath 

chikunza, boys in the act of being circumcised refer to mukanda, the male initiation into 

adulthood where chikunza and other masquerades appear. 

Chokwe masks are collectively called mikishi (sing. mukishi), after the spirits they are 

said to represent. The most powerful and important mask found among the Chokwe is known 

as chikunga (fig. 11-30). Highly charged with power and considered sacred, chikunga is 

present during investiture ceremonies of a chief and sacrifices to the ancestors. 

The chikunga shown in figure 11-30 is made of barkcloth stretched over an armature of 

wickerwork, covered over with black resin, and painted with red and white designs. The 

towering headdress is clearly recognizable as a complex royal crown, similar to those 

depicted on the figure of Chibinda Ilunga and the carved scepter discussed earlier (see figs. 

11-24, 11-27). Said to look like a stern royal ancestor, chikunga is worn only by a chief.

While chikunga is primarily linked to royalty, other mikishi (such as the two masquerades

in the photograph in figure 11-31) are specifically associated with mukanda. Mukanda is 

found over most of Central Africa in one form or another; it is an institution through which 

religion, art, and social organization are transmitted from one generation to the next. 

Mukanda training lasts from one to two years. Boys between the ages of about eight and 

twelve are secluded in a camp in the wilderness, away from the village. There they are 

circumcised and spend several months in a special lodge where they are instructed in their 

anticipated roles as men. As part of their instruction, the boys are taught the history and 

traditions of the group and the secrets associated with the making and wearing of masks. 

Mukanda is organized and supported by village chiefs and may thus be seen as an 

extension of chiefly authority. Paraphernalia for mukanda, including masquerade materials, 

are stored across a square from the chief’s house. The central square between the chief’s 

house and the storage building is the setting for the opening and closing ceremonies of 

mukanda. The sequence of events serves to impress on the boys the rightness of the political 

status quo and teaches them the historical basis for class distinctions. Some thirty or so 

mikishi are stock characters considered to be the spirit guides for mukanda. Like the chikunga 

mask of chieftancy, mukanda masks are made of barkcloth over an armature of wicker. They 

are covered with a layer of black resin, which can be modeled to some extent before it is 

ornamented with pieces of colored cloth. 

The most significant mukanda masquerade is chikunza, to the right in figure 11-31 and 

depicted on the chair in figure 11-29. The mask of this makishi is topped by a tall conical 

headdress ringed by raised bands. The nose juts out from the face and curves upward, 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 404



reaching all the way to the top of the headdress, from which a tassel dangles. The costume is 

made of close-fitting net with fiber skirt and collar. Like chikunga, chikunza represents a 

stern old man. He is praised as the “father of masks” and the “father of initiation.” As the 

master of the mukanda lodge, he presides over the initiation events. Associated with 

goodness, plenty, success, and fertility, chikunza protects hunters as they move through the 

wilderness and women in childbirth. As such, he is often depicted on hunting whistles and on 

charms suspended from guns or worn by barren women. The makishi to the left in figure 11-

31, kalelwa, is modeled to some extent on the leadership masquerade, chikunga, as are 

numerous other mukanda characters. 

While in former times they probably played important roles in religious beliefs and 

institutional practices, many other Chokwe masquerades have come to be used primarily for 

entertainment. Itinerant actors wearing these masks travel from village to village, living on 

gifts received at performances. Although a few entertainment masks are made of resin over 

wicker armatures, most are carved of wood, for wooden masks are more practical for 

traveling. The most popular and best-known entertainment masks are chihongo, spirit of 

wealth, and pwo, his consort. 

The gaunt features, sunken cheeks, and jutting beard of an elder characterize chihongo 

(fig. 11-32). Chihongo was formerly worn only by a chief or by one of his sons as they 

traveled through their realm exacting tribute in exchange for the protection that the mikishi 

gave. Folklore suggests that chihongo has noble status, and this may be reinforced to some 

extent by the fact that the mask is worn with the elaborate headdress of an aristocratic chief. 

A net costume and a broad fiber dance skirt complete the masquerade. When it is not being 

worn, chihongo is kept in a safe place along with the mask associated with chieftancy, 

chikungu. Unlike a number of other Chokwe masks, these two royal masks have not spread to 

neighboring groups. 

While chihongo brings prosperity, his female counterpart, pwo, is an archetype of 

womanhood, an ancestral female personage who encourages fertility (fig. 11-33). As an 

ancestor, she is envisioned as an elderly woman. The eyes closed to narrow slits evoke those 

of a deceased person. The facial decorations on the surface are considered female, as are the 

hairdo and material woven into it. The costume includes wooden breasts and a bustle-like 

appendage behind, allowing the male masquerader to imitate the graceful movements of 

women. 

Recently pwo has become known as mwana pwo, a young woman, and has been adopted 

by neighboring groups. This reflects a change in Chokwe society in which young women 

have become more desirable than older, more mature women. Mwana pwo represents young 
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women who have undergone initiation and are ready for marriage. 

The Yaka and the Suku 

During the eighteenth century Lunda chiefs came to dominate the area to the north of the 

Chokwe along the Kwango River, a tributary of the Congo River. They entered the region as 

adventurers in search of conquest and established administrative centers from which they 

exerted political leadership over local peoples, including the Yaka and the Suku, two 

culturally related groups. 

Yaka and Suku societies are organized into strong lineage groups headed by elders and 

headmen. Chiefs are believed to have extra-human abilities, ruling the underworld or spiritual 

realm as well as the ordinary world. A chief is said to participate in sorcery so that he can tap 

these powers for the good of the community. When the fertility of the chief is evident, his 

judicial authority is said to be strong and the relationships among lineages are secure. To this 

end he has many wives and children. 

Regalia make manifest the legitimacy of a chief’s authority and allude to his special 

powers. The most important elements of regalia are a bracelet and anklet inherited from 

predecessors, a special sword, and headdresses. Many other objects of regalia are produced as 

well to differentiate chiefs from ordinary men, including woven hats, adzes and axes, staffs of 

office, drinking vessels, combs, flywhisks, leopard skins, leopard-tooth pendants, musical 

instruments, and stools. 

A chief’s headdress of woven raffia, bweni, is considered a powerful object that must be 

worn continuously (fig. 11-34). Though their form may vary, many feature the central front-

to-back crest, evident on this example. Linear designs, knobs, and a variety of textures may 

embellish such crests. Evidence suggests that the form may be related to a type of flower 

associated with male fertility. 

Crested headdresses are often represented on objects associated with chieftancy such as 

the ceremonial adze, khaandu (fig. 11-35). Such adzes are carried over the left shoulder of 

chiefs, lineage headmen, and diviners as symbols of authority. The bweni headdress that tops 

the head carved on the handle alludes to rank and importance. The forged iron blade issuing 

from the mouth symbolizes the decisive power and authority of words of the dignitary who 

carries the adze. 

Another prestige object connected with leadership among the Suku is the two-mouthed 

vessel used for the ritual drinking of palm wine (fig. 11-36). Known as a kopa, it is carved 

from a single piece of wood, its outer surface carved with a lozenge filled with a field of 
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smaller repeating lozenges. While today such cups are produced as novelties for tourists, the 

kopa was formerly one of the symbols of office presented to a new chief or lineage leader at 

his investiture. No one else could touch it without proper authority. At the owner’s death, a 

kopa was presented to his successor accompanied by a recitation of the names of its previous 

owners and admonitions on just rule. The kopa symbolically invested the new headman with 

powers of vigor and fertility received from ancestors; it was henceforth his duty to bestow 

these powers on lineage members through blessing and sacrifice. 

Like the Kongo, the Yaka and the Suku use power figures, here known as biteki (fig. 11-

37). The exaggerated nose, the bulging downcast eyes, and the recessed area around the eyes 

are typical of some objects among the Yaka and Suku. The typically Yaka hairdo recalls the 

bweni headdresses worn by chiefs. Like the minkisi of the Kongo area, biteki serve as 

repositories for power ingredients and are manipulated by a ritual specialist, an nganga. A 

cavity in the abdomen of this example once held medicinal materials; other materials are 

attached to the surface. A figure without such added materials would have no purpose and 

therefore have no meaning to the Yaka. 

As among the Chokwe, art among the Yaka and the Suku also finds a place in boys’ 

initiation training, mukanda. As elsewhere, the boys are separated from the sphere of women 

and removed from their influence. They are instructed over a period of one to three years by a 

ritualized community of males in a secluded camp. 

Among the Nkanu, neighbours of the Yaka and Suku, a small three-sided structure is set 

up at crossroads near the place where mukanda takes place (fig. 11-38). Here two-

dimensional and three-dimensional images interact in panels lashed together to create a 

composition on the back wall of the construction, and other figures may be placed in front of 

them. A number of themes are suggested in these structures, including cooperation, mutual 

respect, and regard for the authority of the chief and for the ancestors, Themes of sexuality 

and procreation are often emphasized in the panels and figures, just as lyrics in songs sung in 

the camp refer to gender differences and male dominance. The goals of the assemblages are 

to instruct the youths through visual references to these themes, but these art works also serve 

a protective function, warding off evil forces that might interfere with the process of 

initiation. This photograph taken in Nkanu country in 1903 shows such a structure. Inside can 

be seen human figures and a snake on a ground of polychrome floral and foliate designs. The 

panels in figure 11-39 refer to newer forms of power embodied in a colonial administrator 

and the Congolese soldiers accompanying him. 

The large post in front of the structure in figure 11-38 is topped by a carving that 

represents an initiation mask. Masks among the Yaka and the Suku belong almost exclusively 
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to the mukanda rituals and constitute the major art form within the context of the initiation 

camp. They include helmet masks and face masks as well as large assemblage masks that 

cover much of the body. Masquerades are seen as a means of protecting the boys while they 

are involved in this liminal, ritually hazardous period of their lives. They guard the future 

fertility of the boys and shield them against the harm they will face when they return to their 

homes and have contact with women, with forbidden foods, and with community discord. 

Masquerades in general can be seen as serving as a collective image of all the elders who 

have departed, the male ancestors and culture heroes who established circumcision. When the 

initiation camp is over, masks were formerly destroyed, although today many of them are 

sold. 

One masquerade, mweelu, found among both the Yaka and the Suku, has a head covering 

of twined raffia to which a great number of feathers are attached. In the example shown here 

the eyes are made of miniature gourds and the nose is the beak of a hornbill (fig. 11-40). A 

great ruff of raffia falls over the wearer’s chest. Some consider mweelu the most essential of 

mukanda masquerades and see it as playing a parental role. Mweelu. is in charge of gathering 

food for the boys during their training, and eventually it is mweelu that leads the newly 

initiated boys back into the village. 

Some of the most powerful masquerades are associated with the religious specialist in 

charge of the boys’ training. These masks do not dance or entertain; their task is to terrorize. 

The most notable is known throughout the region as kakuungu (fig. 11-41). The gigantic 

wooden mask worn by kakuungu may be almost three feet in height and often has a handle 

hidden under the raffia fringe for controlling its bulkiness and weight. The face is 

characterized by immense, bloated features, often including a swelling chin and ballooning 

cheeks. Red and white paint divides the face into zones. Kakuungu represents an apparition of 

an elder with anti-social powers. It appears on several key occasions to frighten the youth into 

submission and to gain their respect for the elders. It is also seen as a hazard to any who 

harbor evil designs against the initiates. Because of its protective powers, lineage elders may 

invite kakuungu to perform in the community as well. 

The mask in figure 11-42 is used in a low-ranking masquerade that dances and entertains. 

A projecting circular form with painted trapezoidal panels frames the boldly carved, poly-

chromed face. The eyes bulge and an exaggerated nose curves and points upward to the 

forehead. Its open mouth reveals bared teeth. The superstructure is a cone formed over a 

wicker armature stretched with raffia fabric or cotton cloth. The panels of the superstructure 

are painted a variety of patterns in white, red, black, blue, and orange. A hanging raffia 

coiffure hides a supporting handle at the base of the mask. Sources suggest that the circle 
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around the eyes and nose depicts the cosmic beginning of the sun. The bulging eyes refer to 

the lunar cycle and the procreative capacity of women. The upturned nose, thought of as an 

erect phallus, relates to the insemination of mother earth by the sun, while other elements of 

the mask refer to the orifices in a woman’s body. Thus the complex iconography of the mask 

form itself reveals both cosmology and sexual education to the Yaka initiate. 

The Pende 

The Pende originated in northern Angola but were forced into the Kwango region to the north 

of the Chokwe, in present-day Democratic Republic of Congo. In the course of their 

migrations they were split up into eastern, central, and western segments, all eventually 

incorporated into Lunda political structures. Pende art styles vary widely, with a more 

abstract, geometric style in the east and a more naturalistic style in the central area and to the 

west. The function of art varies from one region to the other as well. 

Eastern Pende chiefs have special houses designated for storing sacred objects and for the 

performance of ritual acts critical to the lineages over which they preside. Great chiefs, those 

who control their own land and make land available to subordinate chiefs, live in a ritual 

house called a kibulu (fig. 11-43). Although ritual houses vary from region to region, the 

kibulu is usually a four-sided structure with side walls about ten feet long and a central 

support pole about ten feet high. The dome-shaped roof makes the kibulu distinctive among 

Pende structures. 

Built in a single day by all the able-bodied men of a community, a kibulu may not be 

repaired; its impermanance reminds the chief that his position is tenuous, and that he (like all 

mortals) will pass away. It alludes symbolically to the ancestors and their fertility-enhancing 

powers and it is associated with the well-being of the environment of the community. Seeds 

of the plants that the Pende cultivate are buried beneath its central pole. A small courtyard in 

front is defined by a fence of stakes or tree cuttings, whose sprouting indicates the approval 

of the ancestors. The fence defines the boundary between the royal sphere and that of the 

populace; it is also seen as a foyer to the spirit world populated by the ancestors. Passersby 

can only glimpse into the enclosure through the narrow opening. The door, distinguished by a 

projecting vestibule, is often guarded by panels carved in relief with male and female figures. 

Although not visible in the photograph, this Kibula featured an elaborate female figure on a 

plinth that projected from the relief panel beside the door. 

A hierarchy of rooftop sculptures denotes chiefs’ ranks. Lesser chiefs may have animal 

and bird figures on the roof, but only great chiefs may have a human figure. Such figures are 
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said to protect the entire village. They warn persons of evil intent that the house and the 

village are both safeguarded by the powers of the chief and by those spirits that protect him. 

The sculpture shown here, by the celebrated Pende artist and blacksmith Kaseya Tambwe 

Makumbi, depicts a mother and child. Kaseya is credited with developing this motif, which 

since the middle of the twentieth century has become by far the most popular. It is said to 

signal the death of a close female relative of the chief, usually a sister. In this matrilineal 

society, the loss of a sister is the ultimate loss, for it represents the loss of a generation, or in 

some cases the loss of future generations. 

Within the kibulu two small rooms are filled with symbolic objects and materials. The 

outer room contains the chief’s bed and symbols of his reign such as axes, bells, mats, skins, 

and royal garb, and is the dwelling place of his first wife, who supervises the women of the 

village. Only the chief, his first wife and their children, and a few high-ranking ministers are 

allowed in this room. The objects within are believed to exert a direct influence on 

community health and well-being since the chief is the source of fertility and life for the 

community. 

The inner chamber stores the chief’s treasury, which contains his (future) coffin, special 

medicine that protects his community, and three masks associated with his rule, pumbu, 

kipoko, and panya ngombe. This inner sanctum may only be entered by the official who 

oversees the treasury, for not even the chief himself is allowed in this sacred space. 

The two most important masks kept within the inner chamber represent the dual nature of 

the chief who owns them. Pumbu is considered the most fearful and dangerous, for it 

represents the warlike nature of the chief. Called an executioner by some, it is used by only a 

few of the most powerful chiefs. The huge pumbu shown here is a half-cylinder (fig. 11-44). 

Two enormous eyes project as tubes from the red upper third of the face, their white rims 

signaling great anger. Below, bands of black and white triangles alternate with registers of 

lozenges or interlace patterns, their busy geometry contrasting dramatically with the plain red 

upper portion. The long red nose on this example bridges the plain and patterned areas. A 

box-like mouth projects below the nose. 

Pumbu symbolizes the power of the chief. It dances only on rare and terrible occasions 

determined by divination, such as when the chief himself is seriously ill or when epidemics or 

famines rage, indicating that ancestors may be unhappy. When pumbu dances, the mask, 

framed by raffia wig and beard, is so large that its chin is at the wearer’s waist. He holds 

weapons of war as he presents himself before the chief’s subordinates to collect tribute. 

Young men restrain him with cords attached to his waist. 

Others in his company carry whips. Before he returns to the kibulu, pumbu must kill, so 
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he finds a stray chicken or goat on the path. Back at the kibulu, pumbu spins around to face 

the crowd and dramatically cuts his restraining cords as onlookers flee. The threatening 

pumbu signifies the courage the chief must sometimes summon to confront questions of life 

and death. 

While pumbu rages through the village, kipoko takes charge of the kibulu (fig. 11-45). 

Kipoko symbolizes the benevolent nature of the chief. The pot-shaped kipoko sports a top-

knot, ears that project outward, a narrow projecting nose, and a thrusting, plate-like beard. 

The face is usually painted red, while geometric designs in black and white cover at least the 

edge of the beard. Kipoko, too, symbolizes the political power of the chief and ancestral 

authority, but unlike pumbu, he is not terrifying. He embodies the nurturing side of the chief 

and his powers. The large ears, eyes, and nose remind the chief that he must be aware of all 

that goes on in his domain. The large tragus of the ear refers to a proverb recommending that 

the chief pay little heed to small slights or insults thrown his way. He listens thoughtfully, not 

responding to everything he hears. The small mouth, seen here as a tube-like form, but 

nonexistent in some examples, cautions kipoko, as well as the chief, to think before he 

speaks. 

The third mask associated with the kibulu, panya ngombe, is more rare today than either 

pumbu or kipoko. Panya ngombe, like pumbu, is reserved only for the highest levels of 

chieftancy and appears in the clothing of a high chief at the time of circumcision during 

initiation. Its rarity nowadays may have to do with the fact that since the 1930s circumcision 

has been performed at birth. 

While the masquerades of the eastern Pende as a general rule serve an administrative 

purpose, those of the central and western Pende are largely used in the context of the 

mukanda initiation (fig. 11-46). These fiber masquerades, called minganji, embody ideas of 

death, uncertainty, and darkness. They take on various forms, though all have protruding 

cylindrical eyes and netted fiber costumes. Gitenga is said to be the chief of the minganji. 

The mask for gitenga is a red-colored, rayed disk of fiber, said to represent the sunset. In 

performance gitenga moves in a stately manner, while the rest of the minganji are 

emphatically aggressive. Although minganji appear at a number of functions, their most 

important role is as guardians of mukanda. 

The wooden mbuya masks are perhaps better known outside Pende country. Appearing 

alone or in pairs, mbuya portray a wide variety of characters, including the sorcerer, chief, 

clown, and a number of types of women such as the chief’s wife, the beauty, and the 

seductress. While mbuya are associated with mukanda, they may also be seen in other 

contexts, and masquerades allow performers to be recognized in their drive for celebrity. 
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They attempt to develop mask personas that will draw attention to performances that will awe 

and entertain audiences. 

Knowledgeable observers critique the entire masquerade ensemble—the costume and its 

accoutrements as well as the dance steps and songs that are a part of the event, especially 

when some elements identify the mbuya as an innovation. Western and central Pende mbuya 

appear in a variety of styles. The mask shown in figure 11-47 is from the Central Pende 

region. Recognized by its bulging forehead, continuous V-shaped brow in relief over heavily 

lidded and downcast eyes, high cheek bones over tightly drawn cheeks, and a turned up nose 

with nostrils drilled as wide openings, the mask’s style seems to have originated between the 

Kwilu and Loango rivers. The mask shown here has a beard-like chin extension, perhaps a 

reference to the powers of the ancestors. 

Delicate miniature versions of mukanda masks carved in ivory or hippopotamus bone are 

worn as pendants around the neck (fig. 11-48). Called ikhoko, they are scrubbed daily with 

sand to preserve their natural color, and their features thus appear gently worn and smoothed. 

It has been suggested that these exquisite miniatures were created for purely aesthetic 

purposes, to beautify and to enhance the impression of elegance and style presented by its 

wearer. However, similar wooden miniatures seem to have been used in healing processes. 

THE SALAMPASU 

Differing from the peoples under the Lunda umbrella are a number of small, non-centralized 

groups who live on the border of the Democratic Republic of Congo and Angola. One of the 

least understood of these is the Salampasu, an enclave of loosely connected peoples who live 

to the north and east of the Lunda and the Chokwe in Kasai province. Although surrounded 

by peoples who do have some form of centralized political organization, the Salampasu have 

remained fiercely independent, and have succeeded in remaining aloof from the Lunda 

empire. In fact, the area in which the Salampasu live became a haven for those small groups 

that wanted to escape incorporation into Lunda politics. 

Today, art among the Salampasu is made primarily for export, but in the past much of it 

was used in the Mugongo society. Although Mugongo today is seen as a collective 

instrument for governing, it may originally have been a variation on mukanda. Boys were 

initiated into the Mugongo society through a circumcision camp. They rose through its ranks 

by gaining access to a hierarchy of masquerades and esoteric knowledge (fig. 11-49). The 

right to own and understand each successive masquerade in the hierarchy was procured 

through specific deeds and payments. Masked performances were witnessed only by those 

men who had the right to wear the mask. Those who owned many masquerades possessed 
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both wealth and knowledge. Lower-level masks are carved of wood and painted. The senior-

most mask is covered with sheet copper (fig. 11-50). Most masks have pointed teeth, 

referring to the process of filing the teeth: this operation was a part of initiation and indicated 

the novice’s strength and discipline. 

Very little is known of the other art forms of the Salampasu. Dance enclosures about three 

feet high were surrounded by carved relief panels (fig. 11-51). Female figures and masks 

were carved in relief on the sides. The masks refer to the different titles to which a man could 

rise, reflecting the acquisition of knowledge and the accumulation of metaphysical and 

material power along the way. Only select members of Matambu, apparently a warriors’ 

association, had the right to dance within the enclosure. 

THE KUBA 

The Kuba live to the east of the Yaka, the Suku, and the Pende in the area of central 

Democratic Republic of Congo bordered by the Sankuru, Kasai, and Lulua rivers. Traditions 

suggest that the leaders of several groups came from the north and established themselves 

over local farming groups of Kete peoples. 

By the sixteenth century a number of large chiefdoms of various ethnic identifications 

had developed, and an amalgamated culture using elements of both invading and local groups 

emerged. About 1625 a man known as Shyaam aMbul a-Ngoong, or “Shyaam the Great,” 

arrived and brought the disparate groups together into a single kingdom. Oral histories 

suggest that he had traveled west, perhaps to Kongo territories, and thus was able to introduce 

foreign concepts and products into his new kingdom such as raffia cloth (see fig. 11-3). 

Among the things with which Shyaam is credited are the introduction of new technologies 

based on iron and new crops, such as maize, cassava, and tobacco, which had arrived in the 

west from the Americas. He is also said to have reorganized the political system so that a 

cluster of some nineteen ethnic groups of diverse origin could live under the authority of the 

king, nyim, from the Bushoong group. Titles were now earned, providing for the distribution 

of power from the nyim to titleholders, and this became a means of promoting titleholders’ 

loyalty to the central government. 

Diverse groups of peoples were joined in the complex Kuba political structure. A council 

of ritual specialists and titleholders representing the capital and all territorial units formerly 

advised the Bushoong nyim. In addition, a number of councils played a role in governance, 

and various sets of courts heard cases on behalf of the king, providing one of the most 

sophisticated judicial systems in Central Africa. The present Bushoong dynasty was 

established with Shyaam’s arrival in the early seventeenth century. The kingdom reached the 
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geographical limits of its expansion by the middle of the eighteenth century, and during the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century it reached a pinnacle of development and wealth. 

Although today most Kuba ethnic groups are organized into independent chiefdoms, they 

still recognize the authority of the Bushoong king. Within each village, regardless of the 

distance from the capital, there are a large number of titles, and a large percentage of the 

population are titleholders. One’s standing within the hierarchy is perceived in terms of 

wealth and rank, and material possessions serving to express status. Each titled position has 

its set of emblems, symbols, and praise songs. Much Kuba art, then, is associated with 

leadership and prestige, making the king and the nobles of Kuba culture, both in the capital 

and in the faraway villages, the main patrons of the arts. 

Leadership Arts 

Among the most important art forms for the king and titleholders are modes of dress, for 

garments, accessories, and held objects signal clearly the prerogatives and ranks of nobility 

and royalty. In a hierarchy of costumes, each ensemble is more sumptuous and splendid than 

the one below it. At the apex of the hierarchy are the opulent garments of the king, a variety 

of weighty and complex ensembles that indicate his various roles. To the Kuba, these 

ensembles and their attendant ornaments and paraphernalia evoke the idea of sacred kingship, 

the continuity of dynasty, the individual who fills the position, and links to the original 

peoples of the area and to the land itself. Taken in 1971, the photograph in figure 11-52 

shows the then reigning king in state dress, bwaantshy. A raised dais covered with skins, 

cowries, and patterned mats separates the sacred king from the earth. To either side stand 

drums of office covered with beads and cowries in designs that mark his reign. He sits almost 

immovable in his massive costume, which all but conceals the individual man from 

onlookers, who see instead an embodiment of kingship itself. 

Each succeeding ruler commissions his own bwaantshy. He wears it on the most 

important occasions of state, and he will be buried in it. The sumptuous garment, an 

accumulation of some fifty symbolic objects, weighs as much as 185 pounds. The principal 

element is a tunic made of interlaced strips of raffia cloth covered with an abundance of 

beads and cowries. Thigh and arm pieces of beaded interlace further exaggerate the size of 

the king’s body. A red wrapper trimmed in cowrie patterns covers the lower portion of the 

body, while a raffia cloth belt some eight to ten inches wide and up to thirteen feet long, 

completely covered with cowries, wraps around the waist. Beaded and cowrie-covered 

sashes, bracelets, anklets, and shoulder rings add visual and actual weight, as do leopard 

skins, leopard-skin bags and satchels, and metal ornaments. Even the hands and feet are 
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covered with gloves and boots decorated with cowries and ivory nails. The headdress 

supports a massive bouquet of feathers and long white plumes. A fringe of beads covers the 

forehead, and an artificial beard of beads and cowries encircles the face. In his right hand the 

king holds the sword of office; in his left, a cowrie-encrusted lance. These are always held 

when bwaantshy is worn. The virtual sheathing of the king in cowries reminds onlookers that 

he is a descendant of Woot, the mythical first king and founder of Kuba. 

Ndop 

Among the best known of Kuba art forms are royal portrait figures, ndop (fig. 11-53). The 

example shown here represents the seventeenth-century king Shyaam aMbul a-Ngoong, who 

is credited with introducing the tradition of royal portraiture. Like other ndop figures, this one 

is an idealized representation. The ruler is shown seated cross-legged on a rectangular base 

decorated with patterns that appear as well on certain textiles that allude to high status. The 

base recalls the dais upon which the king sits in state, and the sword of office in the left hand 

reminds us of the weapons held by the actual monarch. 

The costume represented on ndop concentrates on a few especially symbolic elements of 

the full royal panoply: crossed belts over the chest and cowrie-encrusted sash and arm bands. 

The headdress, a shody, is a crown with a projecting visor worn only by the king or by 

regents. Projecting from the base in front of the figure is an ibol, an object symbolic of the 

king’s reign. The ibol of Shyaam aMbul a-Ngoong is a board for a game of chance and skill, 

one of the many amenities of civilization said to have been introduced by this culture hero. 

Kuba traditions maintain that if the ndop is damaged, an exact copy is made to replace it. 

It is probable that the original ndop representing Shyaam aMbul a-Ngoong was replaced by 

this figure at a later date, for it postdates the seventeenth century. Each king after Shyaam 

aMbul a-Ngoong theoretically had a portrait made. The most recent official ndop was carved 

for the king Mbop Mabiine maKyen (ruled 1939–69). Many similar figures were carved 

during his reign and have been produced since, not for actual use but for sale to outsiders. 

Architecture 

The Kuba capital at Nsheng has long been recognized for its sophisticated layout (fig. 11-54). 

The palace itself consists of numerous buildings arranged in distinct sections, the two primary 

sections being the yoot, where the king himself lives, and the dweengy, the section reserved 

for the royal wives. The yoot consists of the most beautiful buildings in a mazelike assembly 

of courtyards. Each structure and each courtyard serve a specific purpose. Each successive 

enclosure leads further into the inner portion, open only to the king and his most trusted 

advisors. 
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The structures themselves are not formally elaborate and consist of simple rectangular 

buildings with pitched roofs and gabled walls. What differentiates palace structures from 

those of ordinary people are their size and the decoration of the exterior walls (fig. 11-55). In 

architecture as in other arts, the Kuba seem to stress line and pattern over sculptural volume, 

and the surfaces of most luxury objects, including prestige architecture, are beautifully and 

elaborately embellished with geometric decoration, often modeled after designs associated 

with or derived from textiles. Walls of horizontally laid palm ribs are lashed with vines to 

create an assortment of designs. Bands of rather plain patterning, mashooml, alternate with 

bands of more ornate geometric designs, mabaam. Each mabaam pattern is named. The 

structure in figure 11-55 features two mabaam patterns. The lower- and upper-most bands of 

each wall are patterned in mabuush, “bundle,” referring to the hourglass-shaped designs of 

lashings. The other mabaam bands, three on each wall and three on each gable above, are 

mbul bwiin, a pattern in which two angles enclose a small diamond shape, the module 

separated from its repeats by V-shapes. Mbul bwiin is reserved for the houses of high 

nobility, and its name derives from that of the woman credited with its creation, either a wife 

or a sister of a former king. 

Palace building interiors are decorated as befits the home of a king. A 1947 photograph of 

King Mbop Mabiine maKyen shows him seated in his royal sleeping house, mwaan ambul 

(fig. 11-56). The mabuush pattern sets off the upper and lower portions of the wall, while the 

central section sports a design of diagonal patterning. Intricately carved geometric patterns 

cover the supporting post in the background, near which the king sits with his pages. His 

cross-legged pose evokes the representation of the king on the ndop in figure 11-53. 

Prestige Objects 

The nyim and titleholders in the kingdom commissioned elegant and well-designed art works, 

including stylized weaponry, containers, and textiles. Such objects demonstrate the love of 

pattern and decoration, for their surfaces are often covered in named designs that are used in 

many different types of objects. 

Several prestige objects can be seen in this photograph of the sleeping house in figure 11-

56. Stuck in the wall to the left are short swords known as ikul. Ikul is perhaps the most

commonly seen type of Kuba weapon, and it is said a true Kuba man is never without one. 

Tradition maintains that it was Shyaam aMbul a-Ngoong who introduced the form, with its 

sensuously curving blade of forged iron and carved wooden hilt. The most common type of 

ikul has an unadorned, leaf-shaped iron blade. The most sumptuous ikul belong to the high 

nobility or the king himself, and their blades are inlaid with red or yellow brass. Some royal 
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ikul boast openwork designs on the blade. Kuba traditions suggest that some kings were 

themselves smiths, forging wonderful weapons that are even today part of the royal treasury. 

On the floor in front of the opening into the sleeping chamber is a wonderfully designed 

backrest, whose rectangular face is covered with an elaborate pattern based on overlapping 

angles. Royal stools, chairs, platforms, mats, and backrests all ensure that the king will not 

touch the earth. The edge of the rest is covered with an interlace design known as nnaam. 

Used widely on carved objects, beadwork, and textiles, its name suggests an association with 

vines, perhaps based on the intertwining linear elements. A stylized ram’s head projects from 

the top of the backrest. Rams’ heads, which also appear on beaded items of regalia and on 

luxury cups (see fig. 11-57) may be understood as a royal icon. Flocks of sheep were kept on 

the royal preserve, and the image of the ram is a visual metaphor of the relationship of the 

king to his subjects: he is strong, authoritative, and a source of fecundity. 

Such wonderful utilitarian objects were prominent in the art forms that underscored 

kingship and the nobility who supported it. Other treasures of the kingdom included royal 

costumes and textiles, works in such precious materials as ivory and brass, and pipes, spoons, 

cosmetic boxes, and other luxury objects. Some of the most spectacular Kuba prestige objects 

are cups for palm wine (fig. 11-57). The ram horns sprouting from the head indicate that this 

cup belonged to a senior titleholder, again a reference to the royal prerogative of keeping 

sheep, which was occasionally extended to some members of the royal clan. The Kuba 

predilection for two-dimensional surface design is once more evident in the forehead 

scarification patterns and the bands of patterning on the base. 

The ornate lidded cosmetic box in figure 11-58 mimics the form of a specially woven 

basket, the squared corners of the bottom and the lid moving gracefully into the cylindrical 

body of the container. The bands of shallow relief patterns refer to named designs that are 

used on architecture, on other utensils and containers, on textiles, and even on the human 

body. Ornate containers were often used to hold tukula powder, or camwood, a cosmetic 

made from the bark of a tree. Tukula was used both as a cosmetic on the body and hair, and 

for the preparation of the deceased for burial. 

Textile Arts 

The designs on architectural structures and utilitarian objects are closely related to those that 

appear on Kuba textiles. Textiles are among the most widespread types of prestige goods. 

They figure prominently as the possessions of the elite, yet they are also created and used by 

all levels of society. 

The Kuba have long placed a high value on producing textiles. Perhaps one of the oldest 
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types of Kuba fabric is that made from the beaten inner bark of certain trees. In fact, the Kuba 

refer to felted barkcloth as the apparel of the ancestors. The most beautiful and prestigious 

barkcloths are made by sewing small sections together. The exquisite skirt shown here 

combines pieced barkcloth with a border of raffia textile and imported European cloth (fig. 

11-59). What at first seems to be an ordered and regular pattern within the central, barkcloth

portion reveals itself on closer inspection as a complicated design with minor variations. Two 

triangular pieces of light, natural-colored barkcloth are sewn to two darker dyed pieces. The 

resulting small squares make up rectangular portions pieced to other rectangles of slightly 

varying hue. 

The production of fabrics and the patterns associated with them reflect Kuba concepts of 

social status, ethnic unity, and religion. This is especially true of raffia textiles, where 

production and design are collaborative undertakings. Men cultivate the palm trees, which 

produce exceptionally long fronds. The outer layers of the individual leaflets provide the 

raffia fiber, collected by men and woven by them on a diagonal loom into rectangular panels 

of cloth slightly more than two feet square. Both men and women decorate the textiles and 

sew them into garments. Men fashion men’s skirts, and women create women’s skirts. A 

number of decorative techniques are used by both genders, including embroidery, appliqué, 

patchwork, and dyeing. In addition, women employ other decorative processes such as 

openwork and cut-pile embroidery. 

Women’s skirts may be up to nine yards long and are worn wrapped around the body. 

Men’s skirts, bordered with raffia tufts, may be even longer, and are worn gathered around 

the hips, with the top portion folded over a belt. A woman’s skirt like the one shown in figure 

11-60, over twenty feet in length, may incorporate over thirty panels of cloth. Each doubled,

natural-colored rectangular panel is covered with lively appliqué designs in shades of tan and 

brown, outlined in fine black stitching. Many women may have worked individually to 

produce the sections that make up the skirt. The result is an organic arrangement of quasi-

geometric forms reflecting the repertoire of designs and the varying abilities of the many 

women who contributed to the project. 

Women use cut-pile embroidery to create rich and varied geometric designs (fig. 11-61). 

In this example patterns based on triangles, lozenges, and rectangles placed on the diagonal 

predominate. Dark patterns of dyed raffia play against the light natural hues of the ground. As 

is typical of the cloths produced by women, sudden changes break the surface up into 

sections of striking differences in thickness and width of line. Bold, band-like elements in the 

central panel to the left contrast with the delicate, linear elements to the right. At least four 

contrasting border designs provide a restless and changing pattern of great visual immediacy. 
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Raffia cloth played an important role in Kuba society in the past. Squares of raffia cloth 

were once used as currency and figured in marriage contracts and legal settlements. The 

wearing of Kuba-produced cloth and the display of embroidered raffia squares was an 

important element in court ceremony and in funerals. Today, raffia cloth is still a reminder of 

loyalties, histories, and relationships, and it is considered the only appropriate burial cloth. 

The body of the deceased is dressed in a prescribed number of textiles of varying size and 

style depending on social rank. Multiple skirts placed on the body are a mark of prestige. 

Heirloom skirts are offered as memorial gifts by the spouse of the dead and by friends. The 

generosity of the surviving spouse may be questioned and the gift refused if the donated 

memorial skirt is not beautiful or fine enough to satisfy the family of the dead spouse. 

Additional textiles may be added in layers over the dressed corpse, especially squares of cloth 

decorated with cut-pile embroidery. Originally, cut-pile embroidered fabric seems to have 

been used largely in funerary contexts. 

During a burial ceremony, the dressed and decorated body is set upright for viewing 

before it is placed in an ornate coffin made of large decorated mats over a bamboo frame. 

Coffins were sometimes made to imitate the pitched-roof Kuba houses, with meticulous 

attention given to architectural detail. At the grave, the coffin was lowered, and items such as 

carved drinking cups, costume elements, and more textiles were added to it—gifts to 

accompany the deceased into the world of the dead. 

Masks and Masquerades 

The striking masks of the Kuba are also wonderfully decorated with geometric surface 

designs in dazzling contrasts of color, pattern, and texture. Hide, animal hair, fur, metal, and 

feathers further ornament the masks, and costumes of barkcloth, raffia fiber fabric, and 

beaded elements complete these manifestation of nature spirits, intermediaries between the 

Supreme Being and the people. Over twenty types of masks are used among the Kuba, with 

meanings and functions that vary from group to group. In Nsheng, the Kuba capital, all masks 

belong to the king and may not be danced without his express permission. The three most 

important masquerades in Nsheng have been referred to as the royal masks, mwashamboy, 

bwoom, and ngady a mwash. 

Mwashamboy wears a large mask made of a flat piece of leopard skin (fig. 11-62). Eyes, 

nose, mouth, and ears are carved of wood and attached. Other details are added with shells 

and cowries. Animal hair provides the impressive beard, and a huge headdress made of eagle 

or parrot feathers, like that worn by the king himself, reinforces the mask’s royal status. The 

masquerader wears a costume made of barkcloth and raffia cloth with a variety of symbolic 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 419



objects attached, also recalling the great beaded and cowrie-covered dress of the king. 

Although the mask is referred to as the king’s mask, the king does not wear it himself, but 

rather chooses someone to do so. The mask has no eyeholes, and thus mwashamboy dances a 

slow, dignified dance. A manifestation of Woot, the royal ancestor and founder of the Kuba 

kingdom, mwashamboy appears in three variants. In one version, the king’s mask is crowned 

with a feather headdress. Another variant has instead a cone that extends forward to mimic an 

elephant’s trunk. A third version is said to be placed over the face of a dead monarch before 

burial, transforming him symbolically into Woot, his founding ancestor. 

A wooden helmet mask is worn by bwoom (fig. 11-63). Its wide forehead bulges above 

sunken cheeks, here covered with fine hatching. Sheet copper, associated with leadership in 

most Central African cultures, covers the forehead and decorates the cheeks. The lips, too, are 

covered with copper and outlined with red and white beads. As a royal mask bwoom is 

profusely decorated with imported beads and cowries. Bands of black beads divide the 

forehead into sections. A strip of blue and white descends the bridge of the nose to the lips. 

Like mwashamboy, bwoom’s mask has no eyeholes (its wearer sees through the pierced 

nostrils when the mask is worn diagonally). A strip of beads covering the eyes like a 

blindfold accentuates the “blindness” of the mask. A beard of beads and cowries lines the 

lower portion of the mask, and a hide strip descends from it. Bwoom maskers are completely 

covered by their costume, which is less refined and less ostentatious than that of the lordly 

mwashamboy. 

With its distinctive bulging forehead, bwoom may caricature the head of a Tshwa pygmy. 

Some traditions say it manifests a hydrocephalic prince or a spirit. In Nsheng, bwoom ranks 

second to mwashamboy. Although bwoom is referred to as a royal mask and is seen as a 

brother of Woot, in performance it presents simultaneously the image of a commoner, a 

prince, a pygmy, or a subversive element in the royal court. Events in the dance, in which the 

two male masks interact, are said to refer to the origin myths of the Kuba kingdom and to 

episodes of Kuba history. 

Ngady a mwash is a carved wooden face mask with narrow eye-slits that allow the wearer 

to see (fig. 11-64). A wig of raffia cloth and cowries is topped by a cap form. A strip of 

beadwork covers her nose and descends over her mouth. Her face is entirely covered with 

bold geometric designs. Black and white triangles across the forehead, temples, and lower 

face represent the black stones of the hearth and domesticity. They also recall the triangles of 

dark and light barkcloth in pieced fabrics that are associated with ancestral clothing and still 

worn during periods of mourning (see fig. 11-59). 
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Said to be Woot’s sister and his wife, ngady a mwash is the female ancestor and essence 

of womanhood. The use of the barkcloth motifs may be a conscious device to indicate the 

ideas of suffering and mourning and to allude to ancestral ties. Diagonal lines below ngady a 

mwash’s eyes symbolize tears and refer to the hardships of women. The juxtaposition of 

white, a color associated with the sacred but also with mourning, and red, associated with 

suffering and fertility, underscores these ideas yet again. The feminine attributes associated 

with the mythic character are accentuated by the carefully choreographed movements danced 

by the male performer. In the mime acted out in the capital, ngady a mwash is fought over by 

the royal mwashamboy and the commoner bwoom. The name ngady a mwash means “pawn 

woman of mwash,” and her sorrow is also the result of her treatment by her master, Woot. 

The royal context of masks has perhaps been over-emphasized in literature on the Kuba 

because early visitors documented the masking activities at the capital. In fact all Kuba 

groups use masks, and those beyond the area around Nsheng are less likely to have 

specifically royal connotations. One widespread context for masking is initiation. Every 

fifteen years or so a group of boys will be inducted into manhood through the mukanda 

institution, which as elsewhere in the region transforms uncircumcised boys into initiated 

men who possess esoteric knowledge. The making and display of masquerades are 

fundamental components of induction, and a hierarchy of both male and female masked 

figures dominates the ceremonial performances, all danced by men. 

Funerals are a second important context for masks throughout the Kuba area. Ngady a 

mwaash and mwaashamboy, for example, may be used in funeral context outside the capitol. 

Some masks appear at funerals even of untitled men, although they are especially important 

at the funerals of titleholders. Senior titleholders, whether they live in the capital or in 

outlying areas, have the right to have important masquerades at their funerals. 

An example of masks used in the context of both initiation and funeral is Ishyeen Imaalu, 

danced among central and northern Kuba groups. Ishyeen Imaalu masks rank in the middle 

range of the mask hierarchy and are used in the context of an initiation society known as 

Babende. The example in figure 11-65 shares many characteristics with other Kuba masks, 

including the intricate polychrome surface and the layering of costume elements. The jutting 

eyes are compared to those of the chameleon. The holes that encircle the central cones allow 

the dancer to see, but they also serve as a decorative device. As with ngady a mwash, parallel 

diagonals under the eyes refer to tears, in this case those shed for the recently deceased in 

whose honor the mask appears. A bouquet of feathers attached to the raffia cloth-covered 

framework suggests the mask is a warrior. 

IN THE SHADOW OF THE KUBA: THE NDENGESE, THE BINJI, AND THE 
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WONGO 

The forms and styles of Kuba art pervade the Kasai-Sankuru region, suggesting the 

intermingling and interactions that have taken place over long periods of time. Three peoples, 

among many others, whose art has functional or formal parallels to Kuba works are the 

Ndengese, the Binji, and the Wongo. 

The Ndengese, who live just to the north of the Sankuru River, seem to have preceded the 

Kuba into the region. Their early occupancy is perhaps suggested by the fact that when the 

Kuba nyim is installed, emissaries must go to the Ndengese to collect sacred earth for the 

ceremonies. Relationships between the groups are further entwined by the Ndengese myth 

that the first Ndengese king was the seventh son of Woot. 

The elegant, elongated Ndengese figure shown here is called an isikimanji (fig. 11-66). It 

represents a chief or a king and is said to hold the power and guard the clothing of a ruler 

after he dies. The flared shape of the head is not unlike that carved on palm wine cups and on 

the bwoom masks of the Kuba. The headdress, a distorted cone, represents the one placed on 

the king’s head during his installation and symbolizes understanding, intelligence, distinction, 

respect, and unity among chiefs. The placement of the hands on the belly refers to the 

common origins of the king’s subjects, from whom he anticipates cooperation. Numerous 

symbols are carved on the neck and on the elongated torso and arms in imitation of 

scarification patterns. The patterns allude to aphorisms and praise phrases that encode the 

mysteries of Ndengese chiefly authority. For example, concentric circles pertain to the 

position of the chief in relation to the people he leads and also to the relationship between the 

community and the cosmic sphere. Spirals allude to the saying “all that comes from the chief 

returns to the chief,” referring to political authority. Lozenges on the arms indicate chiefly 

protection. Conceptually, Ndengese isikimanji invite comparison with Kuba memorial royal 

figures, ndop. 

The Binji peoples are not organized into a political unit but several clans and chiefdoms 

share a language and cultural traits. Their origin myth suggests Kuba ancestry. Art forms 

such as pipes, cups for palm wine, and oracles in the shapes of animals are very like those of 

the Kuba. Masks used in initiation are powerfully formed, and it has been suggested that one 

type may be the prototype for the bwoom type of mask of the Kuba (fig. 11-67). The swelling 

forehead, the shape of the nose and. mouth, and the triangular patterns on the lower portion of 

the face are all suggestive of the masks of the eastern Kuba. Powerful cone-shaped eyes 

announce the great force within the mask. 

The Wongo are not formally part of the Kuba cluster, though they share many artistic and 

cultural features. Collected in 1909 in the Wongo area to the west of the Kuba, the elegant 
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cup shown in figure 11-68 invites comparison with the aesthetic of Kuba cups in its pairing of 

elaborate surface patterning and simple, elegant form. Masterful control of adze and knife are 

evident in the cup’s almost perfect symmetry and in the precision of its finely carved 

decoration. 

THE LULUA 

Lulua is an umbrella term that refers to a large number of heterogeneous peoples who 

populate the region south of the Kuba between the Kasai and Sankuru rivers. They have 

never united as a political entity, and the name itself merely reflects the fact that they live 

near the Lulua River. Luba incursions from the east and north forced these peoples to the 

south, driving them into places where contact with many neighbors, among them the Kuba, 

the Pende, the Chokwe, and the Songye, promoted an active interchange of cultural 

characteristics. 

The Lulua are celebrated for elegant and graceful figurative sculptures. Complex raised 

patterns carved on the neck, abdomen, face, and limbs recall old Lulua customs, now long 

gone, of beautifying the body through elaborate scarification. Most figures are commissioned 

for use in a religious association concerned with issues of childbirth and human fertility. 

When a woman loses a number of children through miscarriage, stillbirth, or postnatal death, 

witchcraft is suspected. An appeal is made to a diviner for advice, and the problem may he 

attributed to the presence of an ancestral spirit, tshibola. After being initiated into the 

association, such a woman would often be given one or more figures depicting aspects of 

motherhood. 

The mother-and-child figure shown here represents a highly placed woman (fig. 11-69). 

The large head, the elaborate coiffure, the long neck, the elaborate body marking, and 

abundant jewelry conform to Lulua ideals of adult female beauty. Yet scarification and the 

emphasis on certain parts of the body allude to more than the tradition of body adornment. 

Decorative motifs often embody deeper significance. Concentric designs accentuating the 

swelling navel, for example, are seen not only as referring to the link between mother and 

child but serve too as a metaphor for the close connection with the ancestors and the 

continuity of generations. The beautifully formed, bulging eyes refer to the ability of an 

individual to detect the malevolent intentions of witches in time to avoid harm. Marks on the 

temple indicate the point where wisdom, perceptiveness, and understanding penetrate. 

Concentric circles and spirals in general may refer to great heavenly bodies and are symbols 

of hope and life. The double line across the forehead stands for life in the human body, 

specifically the heart beating in the breast and the child growing in the womb. 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 423



Aided by various rituals, the beauty of the figure with its intricate surface and 

wonderfully arranged hair is believed to attract the tshibola. The ancestral spirit will be 

reborn in the next infant in the family and will ensure the child’s survival into adulthood. 

Rubbed daily with a mixture of oil, camwood powder, and kaolin, the figure attains a rich, 

glossy patina. The child who is born as the result of such ritual processes is also rubbed with 

the same oils and cosmetics, and its glistening reddish tone demonstrates its special status to 

all. 

Lulua chiefs display works of art that allude to their position. The large figure shown here 

is of a fairly rare type, part of the regalia of a leopard chief, the highest of chiefly rankings 

(fig. 11-70). Seen as living continuations of their predecessors, those who attain this rank are 

believed to have a spiritual connection with the leopard and to draw upon its power. As in the 

tshibola figure above, abundant detail embellishes an elegantly elongated form. An elaborate 

hairdo of braids gathered upward to a point suggests a helmet; the beard, too, is braided and 

plaited. Intricate scar patterns adorn the forehead, brow, cheeks, and neck. At the waist hangs 

a leopard skin, the primary symbol of office. A power object in the form of a crouching 

figure is suspended from the neck. The motif of the crouching figure, knee on elbow, is 

widespread among the Lulua and other regional groups. It has been interpreted as a chief 

reflecting on his social commitments and obligations. At the same time, such crouching 

figures are attached to the belt or the rifle of hunters and are used in rites that prepare him for 

the successful hunt. Other attributes bear out the depiction of the leopard chief as the ideal 

hunter, including the knives and other implements worn at the waist and the shield carried in 

the left hand. The right hand holds a ceremonial sword. 

Such figures are used as mediums in rituals believed to fortify the life force of the chief, 

to perpetuate ties with the ancestors, and to keep the community free from adversity. 

Formerly, some are said to have accompanied warriors into battle to provide moral support 

and courage and to revitalize the power of chiefs. On these occasions supernatural ingredients 

from the personal reserves of chiefs and counselors would have been added to the sculpture. 

ART IN KINSHASA AND BRAZZAVILLE 

In the nineteenth century, European colonizers divided up the lands of this region so that 

Portugal administered Angola and the enclave of Cabinda, France administered the lands on 

the northwestern bank of the Congo River, and the vast territory southeast of the Congo river 

was under Belgian control. Artistic patronage by kings, initiation groups, and diviners 

diminished in the face of widespread cultural dislocation, especially in the Belgian territories. 

However, in the early decades of the twentieth century, artists in colonial cities began to find 
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new markets and new roles for art. Historians have discovered that artists of the early 

twentieth century drew cartoons and illustrations for local newspapers, while others created 

advertisements for local merchants, or took photographs of urban clients. 

The legacy of these artists lives on today in the work of the many painters who create 

visual reminders of local stories and contemporary events in addition to producing 

advertising art. Offered for sale on the local market or sold in the artists’ studios, these 

popular paintings decorate the homes of citizens of urban centers. In fact, their primary 

subject is often life in African cities, and they are usually both provocative and entertaining. 

Monsengwo Kejwamfi, known as Moke (1950–2001), was one of the artists who have 

produced paintings for ordinary people in the Democratic Republic of Congo. He came to 

Kinshasa as child to look for work, and soon taught himself to paint landscapes on 

cardboard. As he became more accomplished and more economically secure, he painted the 

local urban scene, especially life on the streets. Moke’s interests seem to be in commentary, 

or narrative, rather than aesthetic concerns. Like many commercial artists, his style is quite 

naturalistic, allowing the scenes to be easily “read,” but the stories are often rather 

conventionalized. Many of his paintings are only slightly changing variations of subjects or 

themes that appeal to his clients. 

In figure 11-71, Moke records a visit paid by François Mitterrand, President of France, to 

Mobutu Seke Seko, President of Zaire, as the Democratic Republic of Congo was then 

known. Using a flour sack as a canvas, Moke shows the political pair escorted by soldiers and 

motorcycle police and watched over by a helicopter as they ride in a limousine along a street 

lined with French and Zairian flags. Mitterrand waves as Mobutu lifts his signature cane. 

Members of the enthusiastic crowd wave miniature flags, and two women in the foreground 

wear commemorative cloths featuring the Zairian flag and a portrait of Mobutu, providing 

further splashes of the greens and reds that pulsate through the composition. Here Moke 

assumes no political position in this straightforward observation of political power. He makes 

no commentary on issues such as the West’s support for the regime of the dictator Mobutu, 

whose rule was marked by corruption and widespread abuses. 

On the other hand, another popular artist, Chéri Samba (born 1956), offered a more 

caustic view of modern life. Samba’s personal views and ethical positions are clearly 

presented. As in masquerades from the region, there are morals to the tales he tells. An 

educated and articulate man, he instructs not only members of his own society (who can read 

the inscriptions in Lingala, which he writes on some paintings), but also viewers who live 

elsewhere. Samba started his career as an illustrator and as a painter of billboards, and his 

early work critiques the African urban experience and the plight of the country formerly 
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known as Zaire. Topics he has addressed in paintings purchased by clients in Kinshasa 

commented upon unscrupulous business practices, the struggle against AIDS, and 

relationships between men and women. 

In the 1980s Chéri Samba’s work became known outside of Africa. After being selected 

by a French curator to participate in the acclaimed “Magiciens de la Terre” exhibition, he was 

offered gallery shows and museum exhibitions in Europe and New York. He is currently 

represented by a gallery in Paris, but he still lives in Kinshasa, and he continues to exhibit his 

paintings in the front of his shop before they travel to Europe. Samba’s images continue to 

refer to the modern African city, but now he presents them in a way that is accessible to 

outsiders. And more and more he addresses issues such as the critical reception of art and the 

inequities of the art market. 

In Finally!… After All those Years, Samba shows himself and his friend Moke in a gallery 

surrounded by recognizable works by both African and Western artists (fig. 11-72). Like 

many of Samba’s paintings, this 2002 work includes naturalistic depictions of recognizable 

people and objects with written texts. The French title of the piece, “Enfin!… apres tant 

d’annees,” appears in both red and blue. Unlike many African artists now patronized by 

European and American collectors, Samba has been able to insist upon speaking about his 

own work. Thus Samba states: 

This painting has a double meaning. 1) It is a tribute to my friend and colleague Moke 

who had died just when the art world was starting to acknowledge us as great artists. 2) After 

all these years, I am very proud that our works are exhibited in Western museums. 

The work of Bodys Isek Kingelez (born 1948) was also included in the “Magiciens de la 

Terre” exhibition, and his work, like Samba’s, has since been shown around the world. 

Whereas Samba began his career as a commercial artist, Kingelez left his job as a secondary 

school teacher and took a position restoring art works housed in the National Museum in 

Kinshasa. In his free time, Kingelez began to create large three-dimensional models of 

idealized modern metropolises. As one would expect, given Kingelez’s lack of economic 

resources, the exquisitely rendered models are made of rather simple materials—paper and 

cardboard—even though they are worked with scrupulously painstaking detail. 

Unlike any buildings in twenty-first century Kinshasa, the imagined structures are 

spotlessly clean, shiny, and decorated in brilliant color (fig. 11-73). Anyone who has visited 

an over-populated African capital, where teeming crowds struggle to survive, will notice 

immediately that no people inhabit these spaces. The contrast between Kingelez’s vision and 

the reality of urban life in the Democratic Republic of Congo after a decade of civil war is 

particularly strong. However, is Kingelez’s work a postmodern critique of the limitations of 
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modernist utopias, or is it simply a playful diversion that can delight viewers from any 

background? And how does the work of this educated artist, a man familiar with the art 

history of his nation, relate to the work of an artist such as Moke, who grew up in the streets 

of Kinshasa? 

While the predecessors of Moke and Chéri Samba were developing new forms of art for 

urban clients, new forms of patronage were being provided by several Europeans who set up 

workshops in the rapidly expanding cities of these colonies. They encouraged talented locals 

to produce art objects for expatriate clients, or for export to foreign markets. 

Evidently the first of these teacher/patrons was a missionary, Frère Marc-Stanislaus, who 

established the Ecole St. Luc in what is now the Democratic Republic of Congo in 1943. 

Convinced of the superiority of European traditions, he taught students how to paint using the 

techniques of pre-modern Europe. Five years later, the Belgian painter Laurent Moonens 

founded what was to be known as the “School of the Stanley Pool” (École du Pool Malebo) 

in Léopoldville (modern Kinshasa, the capital of the Democratic Republic of Congo). 

Moonens had a more relaxed approach to instruction, and simply gave young men paint and 

canvas to create landscapes. The picturesque views produced in this workshop may have 

influenced generations of artists working for tourists in Central and Eastern Africa. 

After Moonens left Kinshasa to start a formal program of art instruction in what is now 

Lumbumbashi, his protégés received support from a businessman, Maurice Alhadeff. In 1951 

some of Alhadeff’s artists were recruited by a French artist, Pierre Lods, to join the workshop 

he was organizing in Brazzaville (now the capital of the Republic of Congo). Lods named his 

workshop the Centre d’Art Africaine, but it is better know as Poto-Poto, after the quarter in 

Brazzaville where it is located. Lods believed that participants in his workshop should tap 

into their inner, innately African creativity, an approach that led to Lods’s visits with 

President Senghor of Senegal (see chapter 4). Similar attitudes were to be expressed over the 

next few decades by other expatriates in Africa, such as Uli and Georgina Beier in Nigeria 

(see chapter 8). When Lods left Poto-Poto, some of his artists continued to work together, and 

several (such as Iloki) have mentored younger artists. 

The artist known as Thango (1936–81) frequented the School of the Stanley Pool when it 

was managed by Alhadeff, and he was one of the original artists chosen by Lods to work 

under his direction at Brazzaville. Under Lods, Thango developed a highly distinctive 

personal style. His canvases are filled with bright unmodulated areas of color defined by 

black outlines. As in a Kongo raffia textile, all areas of the composition have equal balance—

they are not distributed between positive (primary) and negative (background) shapes (fig. 

11-74). Here a mysterious composite creature can be seen. It has horns on a humanized head,
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a snake-like body, a single leg, and the tail of a fish. Artists who worked with Thango in 

Kinshasa have said that abstracted zoomorphic and anthropomorphic forms such as this are 

based upon the beliefs of his Woyo ancestors, who were once part of the Kongo kingdom. 

However, we have no documentation of this from the artist himself—the images may be 

purely personal inventions. Thango worked both with Poto-Poto artists and with artists in 

Alhadeff’s workshop during the 1960s and 1970s. Having been oriented toward foreign art 

markets in his youth, Thango did not achieve commercial success in the capital city of either 

nation after their independence. 

As art instruction in the Republic of Congo became more formal, and a national art 

institute grew from these early workshops, younger artists became more adept at working 

within the international art world. Current graduates sometimes train in Europe as well as in 

the Republic of Congo, and they are familiar with foreign museums, galleries, and 

exhibitions, with critics and patrons, theorized viewpoints, and shifting preoccupations. 

Trigo Piula (born c. 1950) exemplifies this level of sophistication. A professor at 

Brazzaville’s national art institute, he uses his mastery of Western styles and techniques and 

his knowledge of regional art histories to comment upon contemporary African experience. 

In Materna, (fig. 11-75) Piula addresses the evils of consumerism and the rapacity of Western 

megacorporations, in a moralistic message similar to those in the work of Chéri Samba. The 

cross-legged figure with armlets and anklets is lifted directly from Kongo prototypes such as 

the pfemba (see fig. 11-6). But the mother’s head is that of a blonde European woman blankly 

looking out at the viewer. An African slogan expresses a view that might be implied by the 

artist: “We can see where her head is: it has become the head of a white woman.” The mother 

does not nurse her child. In fact, the pose of the child may even suggest that it is dead. 

Arranged in front of the pair is an assortment of burning and melting candles, and opened and 

unopened cans of imported evaporated milk. These remind the viewer that milk and infant 

formula imported into Africa are often mixed with tainted or disease-laden water. They have 

thus become a deadly substitute for the breast milk that protected babies from illness. Small 

figures project from the two cans in the lower corners of the composition, suggestive of 

protective and curative nkisi figures and the need for African mothers to defend their children 

from those who would risk human lives for personal profit. Trigo Piula, like so many 

accomplished artists, is providing us with a message that is both highly specific in its 

references and universal in its appeal to our moral values. 
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12 The Eastern Congo Basin 

A VARIETY OF CULTURES developed in the eastern reaches of the Congo basin. In the southern 

savannahs Luba kingdoms, related to the Lunda to the west (see chapter 11), along with other 

groups, established centralized governments that employed art to undergird notions of sacred 

leadership invested in kings, chiefs, and other titleholders. 

In the forests to the north of the savannahs, centralized systems of government are 

noticeably absent. Communal organizations attended to the smooth running of the 

community. Here, art played a role in the initiation and instruction of members of the 

organizations and served to instill philosophical precepts. 

On the northern fringes of the forests, at least two groups, the Azande and the Mangbetu, 

seem to have migrated from the northern savannahs to develop chiefdoms and kingdoms in 

the forest belt. As in the southern kingdoms, art established the importance of leadership, but 

the objects here did not connote the sacred as they did in the south. 

EARLY ART FROM THE UPEMBA DEPRESSION 

The archaeological record suggests that artists and craftsmen were at work early on in the 

region. Iron technology was used in the eastern part of what is now Congo by the middle of 

the fourth century AD, and by the sixth century it was used in the Upemba depression, a vast, 

swampy rift valley covered with lakes. An abundance of pottery, charcoal, and stone tools, 

and some iron implements (barbed arrowheads, spearheads, curved knives, and hoes) have 

been found from the Kamilambian period (between the sixth and the eighth centuries). 

Graves from the following early Kisalian period (from the eighth to the tenth century) contain 

iron hoes, knives, spearheads, and axe heads (fig. 12-2). Axes with carefully shaped blades 

and handles decorated with iron nails are not unlike axes of authority used throughout the 

region today, which suggests that social hierarchies had developed already. The smith who 

created the ceremonial axe illustrated here strove to give aesthetic form in the forging 

process, working a complex symmetrical silhouette, reinforcing it with a central spine, and 

decorating its surface with incised patterns. Ancient axes provide evidence for the antiquity 

of political orders based on metal technologies. 

The Classic Kisalian period begins with the tenth century. Although we have no means of 

determining what types of objects were created in perishable materials, numerous graves with 

many objects in durable materials, an abundance of copper in the form of utilitarian objects as 

well as ornamental luxury goods and ivory objects such as armlets and necklaces, suggest 

further development of a hierarchical society. Copper necklaces, copper and iron armlets, 

shell beads, iron pendants, and ivory objects on the body indicate status and power. 

Beautifully designed pottery seems to have been in abundance. Graves have been uncovered 
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that were filled with well-made vessels in a variety of shapes, some with footed bases, and 

others with spouts and handles. Rounded bottoms, marked necks and shoulders, and in-turned 

lips are characteristic of vessels in Classic Kisalian graves, decorated with channels, 

incisions, comb stamps, and impressions. 

Although everyday utilitarian objects were buried with the dead, much of the pottery 

seems to have been symbolic or ritual in function. The size of burial vessels seems to be 

proportional to the age of the deceased, the larger vessels placed with older persons, 

suggesting a symbolic role. Graves with more pots contain the most uncommon materials, 

such as cowrie shells and ivory, pointing to an even more stratified society by the beginning 

of the second millennium. 

Throughout Central Africa, copper has long been a medium indicating status and 

associated with the formation of central authority systems. The amount of copper increases in 

Classic Kisalian graves, and luxury objects, such as bells and bracelets, suggest continued 

and greater trade with the copperbelt to the south. It is likely that the peoples who produced 

the objects discovered in Kisalian period graves were the ancestors of the Luba peoples. 

IN THE SPHERE OF THE LUBA EMPIRE 

The Luba live along lakes and rivers in the savannah region of southeastern Congo, their 

heartland lying in the area of the Upemba depression. They took advantage of the many 

natural resources, using rivers for fishing and as avenues for long-distance trade. All helped 

in the creation of hierarchical societies not unlike those to the west (see chapter 11), and 

eventually led to the establishment of influential kingdoms that made an impact throughout 

the region and beyond. 

In oral histories, the tyrant Nkongolo Mwamba ruled over the region. A handsome young 

hunter, Mbidi Kiluwe, arrived and married Nkongolo Mwamba’s sister, fathering a son, 

Kalala Ilunga. Kalala, a heroic warrior, defeated his despotic uncle and ascended to the seat 

of authority. Kalala became the embodiment of the new political structure of sacred kingship 

introduced from the east by his father. Among the patchwork of chiefdoms in the region 

today, each claims descent from the founders of Luba sacred kingship, Mbidi Kiluwe and 

Kalala Ilunga. (Chibinda Ilunga of Lunda and Chokwe fame was the son of Kalala: sec 

chapter 11.) 

Leaders in neighboring areas affirmed political and economic alliances with Luba chiefs 

and kings through gifts recognizing seniority. This network of gift giving as well as cultural 

similarities at one point led scholars to assume that there was once a Luba empire. Over time, 

Luba cultural identity was emulated by neighboring peoples, lending credence to the idea of 

such an empire. However, today such assumptions are being reevaluated. Although it is 
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evident that there were numerous similarities among many rulers in the region and the objects 

used to support royal authority, it is perhaps a fiction that there was ever a single authority 

dominating the entire region. Luba culture and influence peaked in the seventeenth century 

and collapsed in the late nineteenth century, a result of the Arab slave trade. Today 

significant elements of the precolonial political infrastructure still exist, but Luba chiefs work 

within the structure of a modern national state. 

The Luba Heartland 

Magnificent regalia once called attention to Luba chiefs and kings. Stools, staffs of office, 

bowstands, cups, headrests, and ceremonial weaponry were distributed at the installations of 

chiefs to extend royal power to outlying areas. Human images, usually female, decorate such 

objects, perhaps representing the daughters and sisters of kings given as wives to provincial 

leaders to solidify political relationships. Such figures display elaborate coiffures and 

beautifully scarified bodies, signs of rank and position. 

Luba power was not entirely vested in a single monarch. The king reigned over 

subordinate chiefs, and power was shared by numerous people in several professions, 

including titleholders, diviners, healers, and members of secret associations. All were 

initiated into a body of sacred knowledge taught through Mbudye, an association guarding 

political and historical precepts and disseminating knowledge selectively and discretely 

through ritual. Insignia for those initiated into Mbudye were often shared—stools, staffs, 

spears, and other weapons, symbols of power, authority, and wealth. 

While such symbolic objects denoting high office are often highly visible, this was not 

always the case. For example, the superbly formed bowstand shown here, with three 

projecting, slightly curving branches sprouting from the head of a female figure, was rarely 

seen (fig. 12-4). Textured designs of lozenges and triangles incised into the surface of the 

prongs refer to scarification patterns that relate to royal prohibitions. The elegant female form 

exhibits the characteristic Luba style with its highly polished surface, broad, rounded 

forehead, and elaborate hairstyle and scarification. The image of the female with her hands to 

her breast refers to certain women who guard the secrets of royalty within their breasts. While 

such figures may represent a wife or sister of a ruler, in some areas they are said to represent 

specific women of Luba history such as those who led migrations of people. Another 

explanation of the female figure states that the spirit of a Luba king is incarnated in the body 

of a woman after death and that the depiction thus commemorates the incarnation of the dead 

king. Originally such bowstands were utilitarian objects used by hunters for hanging bows 

and arrows. They eventually became royal authority symbols, ultimately referring to Mbidi 

Kiluwe, the renowned hunter whose bow was his most cherished possession. According to 
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the origin stories, Mbidi was also a blacksmith and introduced advanced technologies in both 

hunting and smithing from the east. 

The ceremonial axe is one of the most important objects produced by Luba blacksmiths. 

Axes are still often worn over the shoulder of Luba kings, chiefs, and counselors as signs of 

status and wealth. Incised cross-hatched patterns cover the curving wrought-iron blade of the 

example shown here (fig. 12-5). The bulbous handle, its shank wrapped with copper, ends in 

the skillfully rendered head of a woman. Her delicate features and high forehead are typical 

of Luba style. The complex hairdo, kaposhi, in which the hair is gathered into four tresses 

and formed like a cross, is a classic style found on most Luba carvings. 

Axes were used as indicators of authority probably as early as the eleventh century, when 

they were buried in graves of high-ranking individuals during the Kisalian period. In addition 

to being prestige objects, axes are often wielded in dance and in important court ceremonies, 

carrying profound messages and playing a central role in the initiation rites of Mbudye. 

Symbolically, the axe is used to clear the path that leads to civilization. The notion of cutting 

paths and making traces upon the land is metaphorically expressed in the delicately engraved 

patterns on the blade. These marks, ntapo, represent scarification worn by women, referring 

both to beauty and to erotic pleasure. Ntapo is seen as a form of symbolic writing 

communicating identity and social status, and conveying ideas of order, cosmos, and physical 

and moral perfection. 

As in many parts of Africa, the right to sit during ceremonial and religious events is 

limited to high-ranking individuals. Elaborately carved Luba stools, serving as thrones, allude 

to the complex hierarchy of seating privileges distinguishing members of the court (figs. 12-

1, 12-6). They figure prominently in investiture rites, marking the moment when the new 

ruler declares his oath of office and speaks for the first time as king, setting him apart from 

society. State stools are so potent a symbol that they are kept in different villages from the 

possessor’s home to diminish the possibility of theft or desecration. A throne is perceived not 

so much as a functional seat as a receptacle for a king’s spirit. Wrapped in white cloth and 

fastidiously preserved by an appointed official, it appears only on rare occasions. It is not 

intended for human eyes but for the eyes of the spirit world. When a Luba king was 

inaugurated his throne was placed on a leopard skin, prohibiting his feet from contacting the 

ground and symbolically suggesting his supremacy over even the majestic leopard. Other 

attributes of leadership positioned nearby included a staff and a spear, each emblazoned with 

the female figure. 

The royal residence of a Luba king is called “the seat of power,” and a stool that served as 

his throne is believed literally to enshrine the soul of each king. When a king dies, his 
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residence becomes a metaphorical seat of power, preserved as a spirit capital in which his 

memory is perpetuated through a female spirit medium, mwadi, who incarnates his spirit. The 

throne stool, a concrete symbol of this “seat,” expresses the most fundamental concepts of 

power and dynamic succession. 

In the best-known type of Luba thrones, a single female figure supports the seat. 

Elaborate hairdos and scarification are marks of Luba identity and physical perfection. 

Personal adornment suggests the figures represent highly positioned women. The figure 

refers simultaneously to the supporting role of women, the notion of ancestral continuity 

through women, specific royal women influential in the expansion of the kingdom, and the 

sacred roles played by women in religion. 

Both of these stools were carved by great artists whose styles are recognized in numerous 

objects now in museums. The artists had earned renown throughout the region during their 

lifetimes, but the Europeans who collected their works almost never recorded their names 

(see Preface, pp. 10–13). Art historians therefore group stylistically similar objects, assuming 

each is made by a single artist, or “hand.” They give each “hand” a title, following the 

example of scholars who work with art of Renaissance and Mediaeval Europe. Thus the 

elegant stool in figure 12-1 was created by the Warua Master (a title based upon a term given 

to the collector by traders), while that in figure 12-5 was created by the Buli Master (a title 

taken from the town where one of his works was purchased). As is the case with art from 

other regions of the continent, art historians have only recently been able to identify some of 

the artists of the past. Masters who created these two stools are only two of several 

recognizable hands from the Luba region. 

Although they are both in recognizable Luba style, sharing broad, rounded foreheads, 

downcast eyes, similar coiffures, and concentration on beautiful bodily scarification, the 

thrones exhibit many stylistic differences as well. While the body of the Warua Master figure 

is elongated, that of the Buli Master is almost miniaturized. The legs of the Warua figure are 

reduced to spaghetti-like forms on the base, while those of the standing Buli figure are 

accentuated. And the hands and arms of the two demonstrate further the different ways in 

which artists may structure a three-dimensional composition. The large hands are broad and 

turned so the viewer is immediately aware of their size. Figures by the Buli Master are further 

recognized by a number of characteristics, including an elongated face with an expression 

often read as “mournful.” The long nose, accentuated cheek bones and pursed lips are typical 

of his style. The Buli Master is also known to have carved a number of headrests. 

Luba headrests are similar to stools in the use of supporting figures (fig. 12-7). This small 

utilitarian object was used by high-ranking dignitaries for sleeping comfort and for keeping 
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its owner’s head cool by raising it above the mat. More importantly, it protected elaborate 

hairdos for up to two or three months. Such coiffures were important (and still are) as 

indicators of profession, title, status, and personal history. Thus although the headrest is not 

sacred and is not as symbolic as stools, axes, or bowstands, its function extends beyond utility 

to provide status and prestige associated with leadership. 

The dynamic pose, delicately chiseled features, and dramatic tumbling coiffure on the 

figure on the right are hallmarks of a series of headrests attributed to a nineteenth-century 

master carver from the Shankadi area. Because many of his works have the beautiful and 

luxurious hairstyle, mikada (“cascade”), he is known as the Master of the Cascade Hairdo (or, 

more inaccurately, the Master of the Cascade Headdress). Mikada took about fifty hours to 

complete and involved working the hair over a frame of cane. 

Scarification, like coiffure, is a reference to a person’s social worth and self-esteem. It is 

especially noticeable on figures such as the one illustrated here carved by the Master of 

Mulongo, in which he has embellished the thighs and torso with gently rounded patterns (fig. 

12-8). Large almond-shaped eyes, smooth skin, outstretched legs, arms clasping the bowl,

elegant kaposhi hairdo, and the shape of the high rounded forehead are typical of the Master 

of Mulongo’s work and that of the Mulongo region. The form of the bowl suggests a type of 

pottery that goes back to the Kisalian period or earlier. 

The figure-with-bowl is often referred to as mboko, actually a term for the ritual bowl or 

gourd held by the figure. Actual mboko are used in divination much like Chokwe baskets (see 

fig. 11-26). Ritual objects representing a female figure supporting such a bowl or gourd are 

owned by chiefs and diviners to honor and remember the critical role played by the first 

mythical diviner in the founding of kingship. The female figure is identified as the wife of the 

diviner's possessing spirit. Diviners’ wives are commonly accepted as having oracular 

powers, serving as mouthpieces for spirits, and the portrayal of the spirit wife underscores the 

role of the diviner’s own wife as an intermediary in spirit invocation and consultation. The 

mboko figure, placed next to the diviner, as his own wife sits beside him, reinforces the 

notion of women as spirit containers in both life and art. Rulers keep mboko figures at their 

doors, filled with a sacred chalk associated with purity, renewal, and the spirit world. Visitors 

take the substance to rub on chests and arms in gestures of respect prior to kneeling before 

the king. If a ruler loses his mboko figure, he is required to furnish another quickly, for it is 

the only tangible proof of his authority. 

Lukasa is the highest stage of royal initiation, attained by only a few members of three 

principal branches of royal culture: kings, diviners, and members of Mbudye. Such men, 

looked upon as “men of memory,” are genealogists, court historians, and the “traditionalists” 
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of society. Lukasa is also the term used for a physical emblem for those initiated, a memory 

aid assisting in initiation ceremonies to recall a complex body of knowledge, which is also 

used in performances honoring the king and his retinue (fig. 12-9). The near-rectangular 

wooden board fits comfortably in the hand to be easily manipulated. It is sometimes seen as 

embodying an emblematic royal tortoise that recalls and honors lukasa’s founding female 

patron. A configuration of beads, shells, and pins coded by size and color on one side refers 

to kings’ lists. Beads may stand for individuals, a large bead encircled by smaller ones 

perhaps representing a chief and his entourage. Bead arrangements also refer to proverbs and 

praise phrases. The configuration is a diagram representing the landscape, both actual and 

symbolic, referring to ghost capitals of former kings, a map of the residences, seating 

arrangements, shrines, and other significant points in the court. Lines of beads may also 

indicate roads or migrations. The lukasa provides a means for evoking events, places, and 

names. In Mbudye induction, it stimulates thought and instructs in sacred lore, culture heroes, 

migrations, and sacred rule. 

A non-royal form of divination, kashekesheke, involves manipulating a small, sculpted 

instrument in the form of a human figure (fig. 12-10). The body is a hollowed rectangle 

topped by an anthropomorphic head. The diviners’ consulting spirit dictates its form in a 

dream, and the figure is called by the name of that spirit. Although the spirit may be male or 

female, the sculpted figure is always referred to as female, even when the body is an abstract 

rectangular frame like the example shown here. The diviner and client each holds a side of 

the implement with two fingers as the diviner addresses the ancestral spirit and asks 

questions. The motion of the kashekesheke is interrupted when the spirit replies through 

coded movements. One of the oldest forms of Luba divination, perhaps existing long before 

the introduction of sacred kingship, kashekesheke is still used to solve problems. 

Of the several mask types used by the Luba, one of the better known is kifwebe (plural 

bifwebe), a mask elaborated with parallel grooves, usually whitened on a dark ground. The 

large example shown here, with typical Luba eyes and rectangular mouth, was worn with a 

raffia costume (fig. 12-11). Little is known about the kifwebe tradition among the Luba, and 

the tendency in the past has been to muddle information with that which is known about 

Songye masks of the same general form and name. Among the Luba, mask shape seems to 

have been closely associated with gender identity—round or hemispherical masks, like that in 

figure 12-11, being female, and oblong masks representing male spirits. At one time it seems 

that bifwebe were danced in male/female pairs and represented spirits, connecting this world 

and the spirit world. Over time it seems that round masks have become rarer and the oblong 

masks have proliferated. Today performances more often include a single female mask 
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accompanied by up to eight male masks. 

Although Songye and Luba bifwebe are distinct traditions, the masks are indeed similar in 

form and seem to share other aspects as well. While the Songye claim that bifwebe originated 

in Luba country, to the east, Luba traditions maintain that they originated in Songye territory 

to the west. This must be read as an attempt to emphasize the “otherness” of these 

phenomena—reiterating their strangeness by assigning their appearance to realms outside the 

familiar. 

Luba bifwebe play a beneficent role, and Luba maskers refer to themselves as nganga. 

They appear at rites associated with the new moon, at funerals and at initiations and serve to 

rid the community of evil presences. 

Other mask types among the Luba are even more enigmatic. While we know there were 

both anthropomorphic and zoomorphic masks, few were collected in the region, and little is 

known about the contexts in which those masks were used. A remarkable helmet mask with 

ram’s horns was collected prior to 1914 (fig. 12-12). Exactly where this magnificent mask 

originated is not known, and we have no idea how it might have been used, yet it is a superb 

sculptural work. 

The Hemba 

The Hemba, to the north of the Luba, were once incorporated into the sphere of Luba activity. 

Several groups claim to be Hemba, although there are differences among them. Veneration of 

ancestors in large family groups is a trait shared by many Hemba, and beautiful male 

ancestral carvings called attention to great lineages (fig. 12-13). The rounded face and high, 

broad forehead reflect the impact of Luba style. The Hemba see the serenely closed eyes and 

the rounded face as reflecting the ancestor’s interior calm. Splendidly formed shoulders and 

arms frame a contoured torso that narrows at the waist and then swells to a protruding belly, 

emphasizing the navel, a sign of family and continuity. The Hemba vernacular term for 

“stomach” also indicates a segment of the lineage. Hands on each side of the swelling belly 

thus indicate the ancestor embracing and watching over descendants. 

Some Hemba ancestor portraits date to the nineteenth century, some conceivably to the 

seventeenth or eighteenth centuries. Not being based on individual visual traits of a specific 

person, their purpose is not to celebrate an individual but to reflect on familial continuity and 

the perpetuation of lineage. Ancestors are counted, named, and arranged according to 

seniority in a line of descendants. Names are kept in a genealogy reflecting the social 

structure of clans and family groups. Any one figure may refer to a specific generation or to 

an entire genealogy. A chief often had three to four figures, calling attention to his being a 

part of a great family. 
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The mwisi wa so’o mask is used in So’o, a semi-secret society (fig. 12-14). It represents a 

strange were-chimpanzec, partaking of characteristics of both the animal and the human 

order, but really being of neither. The wide, grimacing mouth with notched upper lip is 

regarded as horribly strange. High raised brows, notched and forming a counter curve to that 

of the mouth, are associated with wildness and craziness. The entire configuration of the 

mask, worn with a wig and beard of white and black monkey hair, suggests an untamed, 

uncontrolled presence. Pelts from both domestic and wild animals, along with materials of 

both village and forest, comprise the costume for the intimidating so’o. The use of bark cloth 

for a large cape and leggings associates so’o with the distant past. 

Neither human nor animal, so’o is outside anticipated categories. Neither of the village 

nor of the forest, it has characteristics of both. In its liminality, so’o is like the spirit of the 

deceased, not yet installed in the world of the dead but no longer part of the world of the 

living. In funerals so’o enters the village, the domain of humans. In its first appearance at 

funerals this strange creature with no arms runs wild in the village, making no utterances or 

sounds. Small iron bells, associated with liminal creatures such as ghosts, provide its only 

warning. It chases all young people and women, who run terrified from it. So’o has no respect 

for the ordinary constraints of village space, following people into houses to capture them. 

During a second appearance, so’o performs within an oval space formed by people. In this 

phase, the spatial order of the village has been restored, and people can watch so’o, no longer 

running from it or scattering in its presence. 

The Tabwa 

The Tabwa, who live in regions adjacent to the Luba, have no unified history, and the 

relationships of the many people who claim to be Tabwa are complex. One shared 

characteristic is that none developed central states. Local chiefs merely led the community 

but had no ultimate authority over any individual. Being less well organized politically, they 

were easy prey to raids, eventually suffering at the hands of African enemies as well as Arab 

slave traders. 

Tabwa art developed over a fairly short period during the mid-nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. Sculpture reflected more on great families than on leaders. Tabwa lineage 

elders kept small wooden images to represent and honor ancestor spirits, great healers, and 

occasionally earth spirits. The female figure of the male and female pair shown here (fig. 12-

15) is differentiated from her male counterpart by a cap-like hairdo close to the head, while 

the male figure wears long braids looped behind. Oval face, straight chin, small almond-

shaped eyes, thick lips, elongated torso, and stiff limbs are typical of this Tabwa style. The 

figures display elaborate scars in double rows of raised patterns. Such adornment was 
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aesthetically pleasing and served an erotic role, but also served as visual metaphors that 

implied positive social values and the harmony of natural forces. For example, the vertical 

axis down the midsection embellishes and emphasizes body symmetry, but it also ends at the 

navel, referring to one’s beginning. The vertical axis cuts through open isosceles triangles on 

chest and abdomen and a diamond shape on the torso, a reference to the rising of the new 

moon; this is an important pattern used not only on the human body and on carved figures, 

but also on masks, headrests, instruments, stools, baskets, and mats. 

Such figures, mikisi, were given specific names and kept in special buildings. Lineage 

elders occasionally slept near them to receive ancestral inspiration. Mikisi, some charged with 

power substances, were placed near sick people to heal, or at the entrance to a community to 

guard and protect. Catholic missions, arriving in the late 1870s, forbade the use of mikisi, 

resulting in the Tabwa destroying great numbers. Today, most Tabwa sculptures are in 

Western collections. 

An exception is the mpundu or pasa (fig. 12-16). Consisting of a head with extended neck 

on an elongated, cylindrical body terminating just below the navel, these simplified figures 

commemorate and venerate dead twins. Three protuberances on the cylindrical torso 

represent breasts and navel, and scarification, again, is organized along a vertical axis. 

Commissioned on the death of a twin, an mpundu was cared for with food and offerings, and 

treated as an equal to the living twin. Twins are rare and special beings, believed to mediate 

between nature and humans. When born, they are secluded until the umbilicus falls off. 

Special rituals assure their well-being, and they are given special names revealing birth order. 

When a twin dies, it is not mourned, for it has not died but “returned home.” The wooden 

figure, carried by the mother until the surviving twin can walk, is kept in the house or a 

shrine. The practice is still observed in Tabwa country today. 

The Tabwa use both anthropomorphic masks and those that mimic the features of a 

buffalo (fig. 12-17). Both types are fairly rare. In the buffalo mask, graceful horns sweep to 

the sides, and the mouth is open as if the animal is panting or bellowing. Eyes are inset with 

cowrie shells. Scarification on the muzzle refers to the cosmology suggested by human 

scarification. The heavy mask is held in place in front of the dancer’s face by his hands. The 

costume is a moving “haystack” of loose raffia with a variety of animal pelts attached. 

Little is known of the function of buffalo masks. Sometimes performed with an 

anthropomorphic female mask, the buffalo may represent masculinity, associated with 

violence, aggression, and the vengeful actions of the wild animal. Formerly, buffalo lived in 

herds in the grassy plains, but by the 1970s they were encountered only in remote areas. 

Females are red, and old males are black, and red/black opposition is an important Tabwa 
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concept referring to violent change and secret knowledge. When hunted in the wild, buffalo 

seem to have the ability to disappear, only to reappear behind the hunter, thus embodying 

such notions in their actions. 

The Songye 

The Songye live to the north of the Luba to whom they are linguistically and culturally 

related. A number of sub-groups have political systems based on chiefs and titleholders like 

those of the Luba. Songye country was once distinguished by a very high population density 

and the formation of large villages and towns. In the 1870s the Arab slave trade, the arrival of 

Belgian colonizers, and internal conflict over succession threatened the way of life 

established in the region. The most powerful regional chief, Lumpungu Kaumbu, was 

inducted as supreme chief by the colonial authorities. By the beginning of the twentieth 

century, however, the hierarchical system fell as a result of prolonged upheaval. 

While the Songye produced leadership arts, such as stools with supporting figures, most 

art was associated with manipulating spiritual powers. Powerful associations developed 

throughout the region as the result of political factions, many of them in response to 

succession disputes and rivalry between potential successors to chieftainships. Such 

organizations challenged political centralization and were concerned with religious and anti-

sorcery matters. Their ultimate aim was to check the power of the chiefs. 

Some were masking societies, used as agents of social and political control. Masks, called 

bifwebe (sing. kifwebe), were used by one such organization, Bwadi bwa kifwebe, an 

authoritative instrument associated with healing and mystical control. As powerful social 

devices, organizations such as Bwadi bwa kifwebe wielded great power as socially benign 

instruments to bring good fortune, protect, heal, and counteract evil. They were at the same 

time secret regulatory societies and sources of entertainment. In regions where chiefly 

authority was powerful, such organizations had a more secular function. In areas in which 

power was shared and rotated among influential men rather than given to one powerful chief, 

the society served as a mechanism for controlling the community. Maskers were visual 

emissaries of the society. 

As with Luba masks of the same name, the information on Songye bifwebe is fragmentary 

from the precolonial and early colonial periods. The Songye suggest that the mask type 

originated among the Luba, but as with the Luba assertion of a Songye origin, this seems to 

be an attempt to emphasize the strangeness of the beings represented by the masks, a 

reiteration of their “otherness.” Not human, not animal, and not spirit per se, bifwebe defy 

categorization. Energetic movements and strange sounds energize the arena in which they 

appear. Male and female masks, all worn by men, are differentiated by form and coloration. 
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The male mask in figure 12-18 is aggressively formed, its bulging eyes jutting well past 

the facial plane, its exaggerated mouth projecting to the level of the flattened nose. A crest 

form merging with the nose runs over the top of the head. In comparison to female masks, 

which have a simple color scheme of white accentuated with black, male masks have a busier 

color program of red, black, and white, and sometimes browns, pinks, and oranges. 

Male masks, which appear in large numbers, are differentiated into two groups by size. 

The elder mask is normally much larger than the youth, for the larger the crest the greater the 

magical potential and mystical strength of the character. Male bifwebe exercise mystical 

powers overtly and involve themselves in political action and social activities. In these 

spheres they supervise the maintenance of roads and fields, guard circumcision camps, and, 

in the past, involved themselves with preparation for warfare. 

Female masks are primarily white, with black accentuating the eyes and mouth, and a low 

crest running over the head. White is associated with ritual, an auspicious and positive color 

suggesting inner and outer being, goodness, health, purity, reproductive capacity, peace, 

wisdom, and beauty. Although they perform in regular, staged dance events to activate 

benevolent spirits and detect malevolent powers, female masks are passive in their use of 

mystical powers. Their role is linked to the lunar cycle and the death and investiture of chiefs. 

There is only one female mask in an organization. 

Bwadi bwa kifwebe initiates learned the secret names and meanings for every part of the 

costume and the mask. Nostrils could be called “the openings of a furnace,” the chin “the 

snout of a crocodile,” and the eyes “the swellings of sorcerers.” These secret phrases served 

as vehicles for a constellation of meanings understood only in part by any given member of 

the society at any time. 

In some Songye regions, exposure to Western culture through Christianity, education, or 

trade made a negative impact on masking organizations. Although some masks are used for 

entertainment, they are no longer used in ritual, and production is primarily for sale on the 

Western art market. In areas less affected by Western culture, masks and figures continue to 

be made for local use. 

Among the Songye, figure sculptures, mankishi (sing. nkishi), are socially benign 

instruments that bring good fortune, protect, heal, and counteract evil. While a carver 

produces the wooden figure, a ritual specialist, nganga, adds a multitude of substances and 

objects that give nkishi its power, change its patina, and enhance its visual impact (fig. 12-

19). Ritual specialists create two kinds of mankishi—small ones for individuals and families 

for household use, and large ones embodying ideas of power and aggression used publicly for 

the entire community. Each nkishi is imbued with an individualized identity, given a name, 
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often that of a well-known chief, and treated as an individual. 

The exuberant cascade of additive materials on some mankishi helps to individualize 

them. A horn and segments of rope accentuate the top of the head on figure 12-19). Brass 

bosses form the eyes. Strands of trade beads emphasize the elongated neck, and cowries dot 

the body. A horn holding powerful substances suspended from the arm adds power upon 

power. Pelts of wild animals and smaller mankishi, each with its own additive materials, 

might be among those things that make larger mankishi strikingly powerful accumulations of 

forms, suggesting not only visual power but, more importantly for their users, conceptual and 

spiritual powers as well. 

SOCIETIES OF THE LEGA, THE BEMBE, THE MBOLE, AND THE AZANDE 

In contrast to kingdoms in the savannahs, the peoples of the forests of Central Africa did not 

by and large develop centralized political entities. Instead, these small groups are governed 

through communal voluntary associations. Initiation societies are important in running village 

affairs, governing relationships among people, and guiding the moral development of 

individuals. Among the Lega, the Bwami society constitutes the most important instrument 

for organizing the community. The nearby Mbole have Lilwa, and the Bembe have a number 

of organizations, such as Elanda and ’Alunga. The Azande are an exception in that they 

organized themselves into several centralized kingdoms. Here, a secret society called Mani 

served not to govern but to provide ordinary people with supernatural protection against the 

abuses of rulers and the upper class. 

Aspects of African Cultures 

Rites of Passage 

“Rites of passage” has been an important phrase in anthropological literature since Arnold 

van Gennep’s classic 1907 study of that title. The phrase refers to the rituals that accompany 

changes of status among all the peoples of the earth. Many specific passages of this sort exist, 

marking such transitions as child to adult, ignorance to knowledge, asexuality to sexuality, 

low to high status, profane to sacred space, life on earth to existence in the afterworld of 

ancestors. The “passage” metaphor is at once psychological, developmental, and spatial. 

Doors, thresholds, and even processional avenues are sites of passage from one kind of place 

to another, qualitatively different kind of place. 

A three-segment structure, first elaborated by van Gennep, characterizes all rites of 

passage: separation, transition, and incorporation. Initially, the process involves the 

separation of the novice from his or her current, soon to be previous, state. Separation is 

typically marked by the symbolic death of the novice, who thus enters the limbo of transition, 

the second segment of the structure. This is an in-between or liminal state, which may last 
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only minutes or extend for months, occasionally even a few years, as when a family 

postpones the second burial rites for an important deceased person long enough to amass the 

resources needed to provide an appropriate sendoff. Often, the transition is a time of mystery, 

fear, ordeal, and stress. Typically, and even upon elevation to kingship, the novice is at least 

symbolically reduced to a raw and unformed state during the liminal phase, which is left 

behind as rituals and instruction impart the secrets and other prerogatives of the higher status. 

Incorporation, the third segment, names the acceptance of the initiate into the new position. 

He or she is now “reborn” and stable, as the passage is now complete. 

In most cases art forms are invoked, worn, manipulated, or displayed as essential 

components of the transitional process, with another set for celebrating the new position. 

Why is it, we may ask, that art is inextricably bound into rites of passage? Because in Africa, 

as elsewhere, the symbolic system that embodies values, ideals, sacred history, and the gods 

is insistently present at just such times to sanction and inform the process. Symbols, being 

expressive, are often visually elaborated. The passages too must be rendered visible and 

memorable, focusing attention upon the occasion and its participants, marking them off as 

distinct. 

Art is perfectly suited for such roles. Art forms are useful in evoking both tradition and 

mystery, inherited ancestral symbols and the powers of gods and ancestors whose presence is 

crucial to the success of the ritual. In some cases the mere presence of symbolic forms and 

processes is enough to create the appropriate atmosphere, while in others art objects as well 

as conventionalized gestures and acts are instrumental in moving the rite forward. Akan state 

swords with cast gold sculptures, for example, are used in swearing oaths of allegiance and 

fealty between chiefs. These ornamental swords are viewed as powerful in their own right, as 

are masked dancers in cultures where masquerade embodies the ancestral or spirit power and 

presence often so essential to effecting change in a community. In all, a great many visual art 

forms partake, whether passively or actively, in rites of passage. Their presence proves the 

cultural importance of these rituals while helping to create them. HMC 

Bwami 

All Lega art is used within the context of the Bwami society, an organization that permeates 

every area of life. A philosophical society, Bwami teaches principles of moral perfection 

through proverbs, dances, and the presentation of objects in special contexts. While it is a 

voluntary association, it maintains and reinforces bonds of kinship within the community, 

lineage, and clan. Initiations into various grades and levels of Bwami are cohesive events that 

bind individuals, kinship groups, and generations. 

Bwami produces, displays, and explains thousands of pieces of sculpture, including 
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anthropomorphic and zoomorphic carvings, masks, caps, spoons, miniature implements, as 

well as abstract objects. Each miniature object is part of a multifaceted visual vocabulary 

employed by the society to instruct members in their moral code. Most anthropomorphic 

figures are called iginga (“objects that sustain the teachings and precepts of Bwami”). Each is 

a symbolic representation of a named personage with specific moral qualities, either good or 

bad, further expressed through proverbs and songs as they are manipulated during initiations. 

Displayed and danced in various contexts, objects change meanings according to the context 

in which they are used or according to other objects displayed with them. 

Performances, referred to as dances, in which natural objects and art objects are 

manipulated, take place in cycles throughout an initiation event. The dance is a multimedia 

display, and the preceptor or teacher takes pride in his creativity in organizing the various 

elements. In these events, Bwami initiates are introduced to the artworks in an established 

order. In initiations into the first of the grades, proverbs and other verbal forms help to 

construct layered metaphors. Drama, music, and some natural objects are then added. 

Eventually art objects in the forms of animals, and ultimately humans and masks are 

revealed. Endless possibilities for arrangements and configuration of all the various elements 

(fig. 12-20) provide a wide range of possible connotations for each performance as well as for 

each object, providing richness of meaning. 

Although a great number of manufactured and natural objects are used in the progression 

through all Bwami grades, only individuals in the two highest grades own art and manipulate 

it, and only members of the highest grade own ivory. The ivory mask shown here manifests 

the typical, concave, heart-shaped face of Lega carving (fig. 12-21). Aesthetically it is 

smooth, well-patinated, glossy, controlled, and stylized. Of the idumu class, the highest 

category of Bwami objects, it is used in a variety of contexts in the highest rites. Each object 

is associated with a body of proverbs and placed in configurations of displays, or danced and 

held as proverbs are revealed. Idumu objects are owned and used by members of kindi, the 

very highest level of Bwami grades. 

In performances, idumu may be attached to a framework surrounded by other masks. In 

these configurations, idumu may be placed in association with the small mask known as 

lukwakongo (fig. 12-22), typically heart-shaped and carved of wood. Kaolin smeared on the 

concave portion whitens the characteristic features of slit eyes, open mouth, long nose, and 

fiber beard. Lukwakongo are owned individually by men initiated into yananio, the second 

highest grade of Bwami. 

The whitened, heart-shaped face characteristic of masks is also apparent in Bwami figural 

sculpture. The highly stylized object shown in figure 12-23 has such a face on either side of 
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its flat, board-like body. It raises stumpy arms and rests on bent legs. The body is perforated 

with many holes. The object is from one of two baskets owned collectively by members of 

the highest Bwami grade. Ritually transferred at each initiation, the baskets are held in trust 

by two of the newest members of the grade. Each contains a number of anthropomorphic and 

zoomorphic wooden carved objects that serve as symbols of solidarity and social cohesion 

within the group. The baskets must be present at any initiation: objects are removed one by 

one and commented upon or placed in groupings to be explained and interpreted. 

Bwami was outlawed in 1933 and formally abolished in 1948. In spite of alternate 

toleration and persecution during the colonial period, it continued to exist underground or in 

altered forms. With Congo independence in 1960, it was made legal again. However, its 

struggle to survive continues. In the 1990s, the region was at the center of political upheaval, 

and this was followed by the horrific warfare that engulfed vast territories in Congo, Uganda, 

Rwanda, and Burundi. 

Elanda and ’Alunga 

The Bembe live on Lake Tanganyika to the east of the Lega, a traditionally restless area 

characterized by the migration of peoples. The Bembe are culturally eclectic, accepting 

influences from many directions in an area with complex historical relationships. 

This is reflected in their art, for various elements are traceable to different sources, 

making classification difficult. A number of cultural elements, especially the importance of 

the Bwami society, can be traced to contact with the Lega. Some art forms are unique and 

associated only with the Bembe, others are distinctly like those of the Lega, and others seem 

related to the art of Luba-related groups to the south. 

Apart from Bwami, with its Lega roots, there are a number of initiation associations. 

Elanda, a male association of young men already circumcised but not yet married nor 

initiated into Bwami, focuses on ancestors who make their will mystically known through 

dreams, sickness, the last words of a dying father, or transgressions of Elanda taboos. Elanda 

initiation centers on a mask made of bark and lambskin, covered with beads and cowries, and 

finished with feathers (fig. 12-24). The mask is considered to be a terrifying and mysterious 

force, ebu’a, and must not be seen by those not initiated into Elanda, although they hear its 

mysterious voice. 

The initiation system called ’Alunga seems to have derived from a hunters’ organization; 

and its mask is ibulu lya alunga (“the protector of honey”) (fig. 12-25). The ’Alunga 

masquerade is also ebu’a; another name is m’ma, an ancient spirit of the wild, for it is 
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considered to be an awe-inspiring and powerful “something” from remote times. The double-

faced helmet mask is a striking vision of abstract forms. Conical eyes on black crosses project 

from huge, whitened, concave eye orbits. A feather- and porcupine-quill bouquet tops it. In 

performance, the wearer’s body is covered with a banana leaf and fiber costume. The 

frightening character it represents calls with a harsh, hoarse voice, and the men who wear it 

are chosen partly for their ability to make appropriate sounds. 

As ibulu lya alunga dances, a trumpeter calls members of ’Alunga together in 

neighboring villages, announcing its arrival. The role of the mask and its treatment vary 

during the course of its appearances. In secret places in forests or in caves, its use is a 

guarded secret involving ancestors and nature spirits. In a shrine outside the village, where it 

dresses for community appearances, its activities are still secret. In the men’s house, it is 

transformed from a frightful bush spirit into a friendlier, more acceptable persona, and 

finally, in the village, the performer takes on a different gait and voice. The perceptual 

confusion is intentional and a desired aspect of the mask’s appearance. 

Lilwa 

The Mbole people along the Lomami River to the northwest of the Lega produce easily 

recognized figures known as ofika for the Lilwa society (fig. 12-26). The example shown 

here is typical, with broad forehead and crest-like hairdo running across the head. Eyes and 

mouth are narrow slits in the concave, heart-shaped face. The whitened face and yellow ocher 

chest contrast with the dark of the hair and body. The elongated body hunches shoulders 

forward, while loosely hanging arms touch the thighs. Feet do not rest flatly on the floor, for 

the figure was intended to hang suspended by cords laced through holes in the shoulders and 

in the buttocks. 

Lilwa, a graded men’s organization, dominates Mbole life. Lilwa is not unlike Bwami, for 

it fulfills ritual, educational, judicial, social, political, and economic functions. As in Bwami, 

a sophisticated moral philosophy underlies its teachings and rituals. 

Boys of seven to twelve years old are isolated in the forest for circumcision and initiation, 

undergoing ritual purification and proving themselves through ordeals and fasting. They are 

instructed in appropriate moral, ritual, and social behavior and receive a practical education. 

Objects, such as ofika, are purportedly used to impress on the boys the importance of secrecy 

within Lilwa. Execution by hanging was the punishment for a number of crimes among the 

Mbole, especially for revealing secret information. Each ofika, hidden from the uninitiated, 

bears the name of a hanged individual. In the first phases of initiation, boys are beaten and 

shown the images, which have been strapped to a decorated litter. The young men learn the 

circumstances of the condemnation, trial, and execution of these individuals who infringed 
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Lilwa’s moral and legal code. It is a powerful warning of the need for social rules and the 

teachings of Lilwa. 

Mani 

Numerous secret societies spread through the northern reaches of the forest zone, including 

Mani, which appeared among various small ethnic groups in the northern Congo basin toward 

the end of the nineteenth century. By the early twentieth century it had reached the banks of 

the Uele River, where it was firmly established among the Azande peoples. Mani, composed 

of local lodges with male and female membership, provided success and general well-being, 

ensuring effective hunting and fishing, guaranteeing fertility, protection against evil and 

sorcery, and harmony within family and community. Among the Azande, Mani also served to 

protect members from oppression by the upper classes through supernatural means. Azande 

chiefs saw it as subversive, an outlaw cult. Its activities were eventually curtailed in the early 

twentieth century by the colonial administration. 

Numerous small wooden and terracotta figures used within Mani were classified 

according to several types and generically known as yanda (fig. 12-27). The term designates 

mystical power and refers as well to the spirit or force to which Mani was dedicated. Most 

yanda are standing, abstracted anthropomorphic figures reduced to the essentials. Most yanda 

figures lack arms. Legs, if included, are minimal, often reduced to a cone-shaped base with 

the umbilicus dominating the torso. Although yanda figures are referred to as female, their 

sex is most often not recognizable. 

Yanda figures assisted members in achieving goals and protected them from adversity. 

Their power derived from several sources. The wood came from sacred trees, providing 

mystical potential in its very being. The figure was activated through ritual, as a substance 

prepared of ingredients selected for medicinal properties was applied to its surface. In 

subsequent rituals its keeper smeared activating substances over it and provided it with gifts 

of food, building up a crust of magic substance. When prayers were offered, gifts of beads, 

metal rings, or coins were attached to the torso, neck, waist, and cars. Thus the yanda 

changed over time as it gained a patina of crusty offerings and decorative attachments. 

COURT ART OF THE AZANDE AND THE MANGBETU 

Whereas most peoples in the forests of eastern Congo were widely dispersed and politically 

decentralized, the Azande and their Mangbetu neighbors formed centralized kingdoms along 

the Ubangi and Uele rivers. The Azande developed from an assortment of peoples organized 

by Avongara chiefs from the north. They never established a single entity, but several Azande 

kingdoms were active. Unlike kingdoms far to the south, the Azande and Mangbetu did not 

pass royal heirlooms down through generations. 
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Regalia and ritual art were scarce. Most sacred art for Azande aristocrats tended to be 

minimal adaptations of practical objects such as pottery, stools, headgear, harps, slit gongs, 

shields, and weapons, all of superb craftsmanship but not limited to royalty. 

Court items included a variety of musical instruments. A photograph from the 1930s 

shows a group of Mangbetu musicians carrying flat, bell-shaped wooden gongs (fig. 12-28). 

These portable instruments were played in royal orchestras that also included drums, iron 

bells, and horns. They performed for formal, ceremonial occasions; gongs were also used to 

communicate during military expeditions. Distinct tones of different gongs allowed tonal 

languages to be mimicked, and those whose tones carried long distances were much 

esteemed. They were carefully designed, beautiful objects, their surfaces blackened with mud 

and embellished with designs of copper alloy studs. 

Smaller instruments such as sanzas, or thumb pianos, and harps accompanied songs for 

less formal occasions and for personal pleasure. The sanza consists of a number of vibrating 

keys positioned over a sound box. Keys cut at various lengths produce a range of tones when 

struck with the fingers. In many regions of Central Africa parts of the sanza are compared to 

those of a woman’s body. In the example shown in figure 12-29 the comparison is explicit, as 

the instrument represents a woman lifting her arms in dance. 

Figured harps seem to have originated with the Azande, but many were produced among 

the Mangbetu to the south of the Uele River (fig. 12-30). Made of wood and lizard skin, such 

harps were not important in court orchestras, but kings commissioned them as prestige gifts. 

The Mangbetu established a major kingdom in the eighteenth century and influenced 

many neighboring peoples. By the mid-nineteenth century several European visitors had 

written enthusiastic accounts of their courts. While each Mangbetu ruler had a number of 

traditional symbols—leopard pelts, red tail feathers of the gray parrot, and iron gongs—no 

specific art forms were associated with his reign other than ornate knives. Upon his 

succession to the throne, each ruler built a new capital and commissioned objects associated 

with wealth. His treasury included knives with wood or ivory handles, headrests, stools, and 

items of personal adornment, none limited in use to the king, for any person of wealth could 

own them. Not symbolic of kingship, they carried no ritual meaning. Upon his death, the 

treasury was destroyed and buried with him. 

Early visitors to Mangbetu were impressed by the opulence of the courts but recorded 

little in the way of figurative art. Georg Schweinfurth’s description of King Mbunza in the 

1870s provides details of the court and its visual forms. A drawing by Schweinfurth shows 

Mbunza on a distinctive bench pieced together from carved pieces of wood and raffia palm 

fiber (fig. 12-31). The seat is backed with a tripod backrest made from a tree trunk with 
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projecting limbs as supports. Chiefs’ backrests were elaborately decorated with metal 

wrappings and studs, as in this example. Metal, especially copper, was associated with 

wealth, since both the highly valued copper and copper alloys had to be imported from the 

south. 

All Mangbetu spent a great deal of time embellishing themselves. The arts of personal 

adornment are evident in the drawing of King Mbunza. A variety of copper objects adorn the 

king, reinforcing ideas of power and wealth—copper bars project from his pierced ears, and 

there are copper rings on his arms, legs, neck, and chest, and a copper crescent on his 

wrapped forehead. Around his waist the distinctive barkcloth wrapper, nogi, made from the 

inner bark of two species of fig tree, passes between his legs and is belted at the waist, 

allowing large folds to project stiffly above. 

In Mangbetu personal aesthetics, the head was the focus of attention. An infant’s head 

was lengthened by rubbing and binding, later extended by exaggerated hairdos or headdresses 

such as Mbunza’s narrow basketry cylinder, a foot-and-a-half high and decorated with rows 

of red parrot feathers. A pompom and cascading plumage emphasize the head length even 

more. 

Both women and men wore hairdos that sloped back at an angle (fig. 12-32). The hair was 

worked so that the emphasis was from the forehead to the rear. Extra hair, sold in the market, 

was worked over a funnel-shaped form of reeds for dramatic effect. String made of human 

hair and plant fiber bound the forehead. Both men and women wore prestige hairpins of 

wood, iron, copper, brass, silver, or ivory. Ivory hairpins especially indicated wealth. 

A second Schweinfurth illustration shows Mbunza dancing before an audience (fig. 12-

33). Royal wives sit atop carved stools to admire Mbunza while nobles line the walls of the 

imposing structure. The formation of their heads is conspicuous. The Mangbetu called 

attention to the body by rubbing it with fragrant colored oils. Body ornament helped to 

express individuality and personal aesthetics, and special events called for striking body 

painting. Here, each wife used the juice of the gardenia to adorn her entire body. Everyone, 

according to Schweinfurth, tried to outshine her peers with an inexhaustible number of 

elaborate patterns applied freehand or with stamps, including stripes, stars, Maltese crosses, 

flowers, and other designs. These lasted about two days before having to be replaced. 

In Mbunza’s town the court consisted of a complex of architectural structures—audience 

halls, royal residence, wives’ houses, and houses for officials, soldiers, advisors, craftsmen, 

relatives, servants, and slaves. The spacious audience hall shown in figure 12-33 was 140 feet 

long, 40 feet high, and 50 feet wide. The bold arched vault, supported by rows of perfectly 

straight tree trunks, was roofed and walled with midribs of raffia palm. Woodwork was 
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polished to a sheen, and the red clay floor was burnished. Schweinfurth’s description 

suggested that there was a still larger reception hall, 150 feet long and 50 feet high. These 

imposing structures were used for feasts and royal audiences. The interior of the structure 

illustrated here was decorated with a display of the wealth and magnificence of the kingdom. 

Hundreds of metal lances and spears arranged on temporary scaffolding were admired, while 

trumpeters blew ivory horns and musicians struck iron bells. 

Nineteenth-century houses were normally constructed of reeds. Visitors compared 

beautifully worked reed patterns to brocade and mosaic designs. By the late nineteenth 

century reed walls were gradually replaced by plastered mud and stick walls. Although reed 

walls were still fashionable when the photograph in figure 12-34 was taken, a new cylindrical 

style with mud-plastered walls had gained favor. Spacious communal areas lined by neat 

cylindrical houses with conical thatched roofs provide beautiful views. Bold geometric 

patterns symmetrically arranged on either side of the entrance perhaps derived from abstract 

patterns previously woven in reeds. Such designs are also known from body painting and 

barkcloth skirts. Attention was lavished on the aesthetic enhancement of the interior of the 

house as well. Support posts were each carved with a different set of geometric patterns and 

then burnished and blackened with dark mud. 

The European presence during the colonial period expanded the market for art and 

encouraged the anthropomorphizing of previously non-figurative objects. Whereas figurative 

ornament on objects such as harp necks, knife handles, and box lids had been rare in pre-

colonial times, these art forms were produced in greater numbers by the Mangbetu and 

neighboring groups in the early colonial period. The ideal of feminine beauty with elongated 

bound head was mimicked in figurative art. 

Both the Azande and Mangbetu had traditions of making elaborate pots with a broad 

range of types, styles, and surface design. Now, inspired by European preferences, heads and 

bodies were added to previously non-figurative types. The pot illustrated here, like a number 

of objects, depicts a Mangbetu woman (fig. 12-35). A woman often made the pot, 

embellishing its surface with traditional patterns, while a man added the head. By the first 

decade of the twentieth century, pots and other figurative objects were given as prestige gifts 

to foreign visitors and were being used by dignitaries themselves, but anthropomorphic 

objects never really became part of daily living even for aristocrats. They were made for only 

a short time during the early colonial period, and their production soon died out. 
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THE MBUTI 

The Mbuti are nomadic foragers of the Ituri forest, descendants of the ancient populations 

known as “pygmies.” Living in small groups, they are famous for their polyphonic music and 

dancing, mentioned in ancient Egyptian documents. In yodeling they interlock discrete units 

of sound. In storytelling they easily switch back and forth from one language to another in the 

same narrative, placing seemingly unrelated elements next to each other in a provocative and 

effective way. 

The aesthetics of verbal and musical arts are reflected in their barkcloth paintings, the 

visual art for which they are best known. Prior to the colonial period, barkcloth was the 

primary fabric used by all people of Central Africa. Men normally created a soft, flexible 

fabric from the inner bark of a specific tree. Among the Mbuti, women decorate it with 

spontaneous expressive patterns painted with gardenia juice and carbon black. The freely 

painted abstract, linear designs form a wide variety of patterns that seem to shift radically 

even within the same piece. Here two Mbuti women hold up cloths painted with seemingly 

random patterns across the uneven barkcloth (fig. 12-36). On the left, broad spaces between 

the linear elements above are reduced below as lines bump into and cross the meandering 

parallel path. To the right, tendril-like patterns twist and curve across the upper two-thirds of 

the cloth, but below, a radical change occurs as two vertical bands of parallel lines with 

curling forms projecting to the right dominate. These sudden pattern shifts are related to the 

interaction of seemingly unrelated elements heard in Mbuti yodeling and storytelling. 

The meaning of Mbuti iconography is not known. Possibly linear designs stem from or 

are at least related to patterns on the faces and bodies of both men and women. Such designs 

are considered sacred, an indication that the wearer is a child of the forest, protected by a 

forest animal totem. They are signs of respect for the rituals and the tools of the forest and its 

people. 

During the last years of the twentieth century, an international conflict erupted along the 

northeastern border of Congo (then Zaire), provoked by civil warfare in neighboring Rwanda. 

For over a decade, communities of forest dwellers (such as the Mbuti) and town dwellers 

(such as the Lega and Bembe) have been disrupted by refugees fleeing westward, and have 

been attacked by the militias, mercenaries, and soldiers sweeping through the region. We do 

not yet know how the cultural institutions and arts of these peoples have survived under this 

onslaught. 
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PAINTING FROM LUBUMBASHI 

Although the city of Lubumbashi, in the southeastern corner of the Democratic Republic of 

Congo, has been spared much of this recent civil strife, it has been affected by the social and 

political instability of the country as a whole. Founded by Belgian colonizers as 

Elizabethville, it was once both a booming mining center and a thriving trading depot. In the 

early years of the twentieth century, it attracted African entrepreneurs from many ethnic 

groups, as well as Belgian merchants and engineers. 

A Belgian colonial official provided several local men with paper, colored pencils, 

brushes, and watercolors in the late 1920s. Although at least one of the men evidently had 

been painting murals for African clients, the patron was convinced that they were self-taught, 

and that their drawings were thus spontaneous expressions of their African sensibility. When 

the work of these artists was exhibited in Europe in 1929–31, some critics were indignant that 

the images included such “non-African” items as umbrellas or bicycles. The most prolific 

artists in this group included Andre Lubaki and Tshyela Ntendu, known to his patrons as 

Djilatendo. The work illustrated here (fig. 12-37) demonstrates the playful, colorful style of 

Djilatendo, which charmed foreign collectors and fascinated European artists involved with 

the movement known as surrealism. The lack of documentation available for either 

Djilatendo or Lubaki is a reminder of how little has been written about the painters, sculptors, 

illustrators, and photographers who worked in African cities in the first few decades of the 

twentieth century. 

The “discovery” of these artists by colonial authorities may have encouraged a French 

painter named Pierre Romain-Desfossés to establish an art center in the city immediately 

after World War II. Called “Le Hangar,” Romain-Desfossés’s studio trained an influential 

group of artists. At least one would eventually teach at Lubumbashi’s Academic des Beaux 

Arts. Romain-Desfossés, like Pierre Lods in Brazzaville (see chapter 11), provided artists 

with materials to produce drawings and paintings, two-dimensional art forms in the European 

tradition that could be clearly differentiated from three-dimensional indigenous arts. Unlike 

Pierre Lods, Romain Defossés insisted that Le Hangar participants carefully observe the 

world around them. The result was the production of decorative, stylized paintings of nature, 

all marketed to European clients. These were interpreted as being “typically African” for a 

variety of reasons, and the artists of the group soon received international recognition. 

One of the best known was Pilipili Mulongoye (born 1914), who until his association 

with Le Hangar had been a house painter in Lubumbashi. Among the first to associate 
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themselves with Romain-Desfossés, he assumed a role of leadership in the group. Pilipili’s 

paintings demonstrate a highly personal style identified by refined drawing in which delicate 

lines are set against a delicately brushed, flat background of a single color. Decorative and 

beautifully colored, Birds Eating Fishes (fig. 12-38) is typical of Pilipili’s style. He produces 

an attractive design in which delicate lines define a tiered view of nature. His stream, 

hemmed in by green strips of grass, is populated by fish in various tones of blue, repetitions 

of similar shapes. A bird on the opposite shore is in the act of eating a fish. Linear patterns 

form the fins and scales of the fish and the feathers and wings of the bird. A single tree 

defines the far shore, and subtle tones of red and blue create a screen against which this 

action takes place. Pilipili seems to have no need for shading, overlapping, or linear 

perspective. While the painting is lovely to look at, the subject matter of birds hunting and 

eating the fish suggests the strife and anguish characteristic of the lives of Africans during the 

colonial period, when African resources were taken away and African labor was exploited. 

The paintings of Le Hangar form a marked contrast to work created a generation later in 

Lubumbashi (then Elizabethville). These artists, who began working in the 1960s, addressed 

not the natural scene, but the conflict, pain, and apprehension experienced at the end of the 

colonial period and the beginning of the period of independence. Unlike the artists of Le 

Hangar, who produced for a foreign audience, these artists created art to be displayed in the 

homes of their fellow city dwellers. They were, like Cheri Samba (see chapter 11), very much 

a part of the urban conversation of the time. Not only did their art record and reflect the urban 

experience, but it also helped to shape it. 

While painters at Le Hangar and other expatriate-run workshops received minimal 

instruction (but maximum guidance), these painters received a limited amount of training by 

apprenticing to (or by closely observing) other urban artists. Whereas European mentors 

encouraged colonized Africans to limit themselves to purely aesthetic concerns, these 

painters (and their clients) were engaged with the social and political issues of their day. 

Some of their themes included images of an ancestral past, but others recorded specific 

historical individuals in explicit acts. Some literate artists augmented their specificity with 

inscriptions, either within the painting itself or on the margins. 

Tshibumba Kanda Matulu (1947–82?) painted in Lubumbashi in the 1970s and saw 

himself as a painter-historian. The task of painting the history of Zaire in one hundred 

paintings came to him in a dream. Accepting the charge, he attempted to present the entire 

story of Congo-Zaire, beginning in the pre-colonial past. The resulting hundred or so 

paintings are quite unlike the decorative paintings of Pilipili. Making no attempt to be 

decorative, his paintings present the viewer with stark subjects that expose government 
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excesses during the colonial period and address bothersome issues of the newly independent 

nation of Zaire. 

Honoring the role of leaders such as Patrice Lumumba and Joseph Kasa-Vubu, 

Tshibumba painted many images to show events in the fight for independence and the turmoil 

that followed independence. His paintings offer history from his unique perspective, but they 

reflect the thoughts and fears of those who were his clients as well. He witnessed the 

exhilaration brought on by newly gained independence, but he was also aware of the violent 

internal conflicts stemming from it and the problems introduced by the demagogue Mobutu 

and his regime. The rise and fall of national hero Patrice Lumumba (1925–61) figured in 

many of his paintings (fig 12-39). In fact, Lumumba became a popular subject for many 

painters of Zaire. In some ways we can see his rise as cultural hero of mythic proportions in 

modern paintings as paralleling the roles of past cultural heroes such as Chibinda Ilunga. 

Although Lumumba was more or less erased from the official history during Mobutu’s 

administration, episodes of the life and death of Lumumba in paintings such as this transform 

the historical man into a symbol that embodies the ideas of African self-determination, 

national unity, and democracy. 

In “La Mort historique de Lumumba, Mpolo et Okoto, le 17 Janv. 1961,” (fig. 12-39), 

Tshibumba does not present the hero Lumumba as an historical personage, but as a messianic 

figure. The president’s face is modelled on photographs. The close-up of his body, paralleled 

by those of his fallen comrades, can almost be read as hills in the landscape. The wound at 

Lumumba’s side recalls the spear wound of Jesus, and the three crosses of Golgotha seen in 

the distance reiterate the comparison of Lumumba with Jesus. Artists such as Tshibumba, 

who disappeared in the 1980s, were seen as heroes themselves, willing to lay their lives on 

the line for the truth, in the harsh last decades of Mobutu’s rule. 

A number of painters from the former Zaire have migrated to Lusaka, in Zambia, but 

patronage has shifted throughout the region. As an economic “middle class” has evaporated, 

impoverished urban populations have little money to purchase paintings, and the very rich 

disapprove of social commentary. Several gifted painters in Lusaka, such as Stephen Kappata 

(born 1936), represent masqueraders and refer to the values of traditional cultures. Yet most 

of the paintings now for sale on city streets in Congo and neighboring countries depict, once 

again, the idyllic landscapes of “airport art,” and are, once again, predominantly marketed to 

foreign visitors. 
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PART IV 

Eastern and Southern Africa 

13 Eastern Africa 

OF ALL THE REGIONS OF THE continent, eastern Africa is perhaps the most culturally and 

ethnically diverse. In part, the region’s complexity has been fostered by geography. From the 

headwaters of the Nile in the north to the floodplains of the Zambesi River in the south, the 

Great Rift Valley fragments the landscape into a series of lakes, mountains, and 

escarpments—each elevation forming an ecological niche for independent cultural groups. 

Cross-cultural contacts have also played an important role, for migrations and trade have 

brought varied populations into eastern Africa. In coastal areas, and on Madagascar and other 

off-lying islands, settlers from other continents have long mingled with African peoples. 

Hunting and gathering peoples who lived in the central hills of present-day Tanzania and 

Kenya until a few generations ago probably represented the region’s most ancient cultural 

layer. Like the San of southern Africa (see chapter 14), they may have been descended from 

the earliest human populations of the region. If so, their ancestors were the creators of rock 

paintings now thousands of years old (which will be discussed in chapter 14 together with 

similar art from southern Africa; see fig. 14-8). 

Another ancient cultural layer in eastern Africa is formed by peoples who speak divergent 

branches of Nilo-Saharan languages. Some linguists believe that Nilo-Saharan languages 

originated in the central Sahara, during the millennia when it was a hospitable region of lakes 

and grasslands (see chapter 1). With the gradual emergence of the desert, these peoples 

migrated elsewhere. Nilo-Saharan-speaking populations such as the Kanuri and Tebu now 

live in the central Sudanic region (see chapter 3). Others once formed kingdoms in Nubia (see 

chapter 2). In eastern Africa, some of the groups in this widespread linguistic family are 

primarily farmers, while others are cattle-herding pastoralists. They are known for their 

spectacular body arts. 

A third presence are Cushite speakers of the northeastern portion of the region, whose 

languages belong to the Afro-Asiatic family and are related to Chadic languages such as 

Hausa (see chapter 3). Cushite-speaking nomads have raided and traded with settled 

communities in Ethiopia and the Nile valley for thousands of years. Smaller Cushite-speaking 

groups have settled in mountainous regions to raise crops. These farming groups build tombs 

and carve memorial figures similar to those of some of their Nilo-Saharan-speaking 

neighbors. 

The fourth and most widespread population comprises Bantu-speaking groups, 

descendants of peoples who are thought to have migrated into the region over the course of 
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the first millennium AD from homelands in western Africa. Today, Bantu speakers make up 

the majority of the agricultural population of East Africa. In the present-day nations of 

Malawi, Mozambique, Zambia, and southern Tanzania, Bantu-speaking groups use both 

regalia and masquerades that mirror those of the Congo region (see chapter 12). In Kenya and 

in the interlacustrine nations of Uganda, Rwanda, and Burundi, Bantu speakers live in close 

proximity to non-Bantu groups, and may share the cattle-raising economies and dramatic 

ceremonial dress of their neighbors. 

Along the coast of eastern Africa, Bantu-speaking peoples were linked by an ancient 

maritime trade to Arabia and India. The Arabs, whose ships came to dominate this trade, 

called these coastal peoples and their language Swahili, a term derived from the Arabic word 

for “shore.” The Swahili were early converts to Islam, and their art and architecture have 

been greatly influenced by the art of other Islamic peoples. Additional influences have been 

absorbed through Swahili trade with China, India, Madagascar, Europe, and the interior of 

eastern Africa. 

The culture of Madagascar also presents an intriguing blend of influences. Malagasy, the 

name for the language as well as the people of this enormous island, is not an African 

language at all, but rather belongs to the Malayo-Polynesian family, a group of languages 

spoken on the islands of Indonesia and the South Pacific. Malagasy vocabulary includes 

Bantu and Arabic words, however, reflecting long interaction with mainland East Africa. 

Malagasy art reflects this same blend, a fascinating mixture of styles originating in both 

Africa and Asia. 

The diversity of East African peoples thus makes it difficult to place their art into any 

readily definable categories. As might be expected in such a multicultural region, many art 

forms that are worn or carried serve to identify the owner’s ethnicity as well as his or her age 

and status. Lineage affiliation, leadership roles, and adherence to Islam are also proclaimed 

by some forms of art and architecture. However, no artistic traditions are shared by all, or 

even by most, East African cultures. Even contemporary East African artists work in a range 

of styles that defies any attempt at generalization. 

THE SWAHILI COAST 

By the time the great Muslim traveler Ibn Battuta visited the eastern coast of Africa during 

the fourteenth century AD (seventh century AH), Swahili culture was well established. 

Through trade and migrations, the Swahili established a long chain of Islamic towns that 

stretched along the coast from Mogadishu, in present-day Somalia, to Sofala, in present-day 

Mozambique. Although he noted both the piety and riches of the merchants of Mogadishu, 

Ibn Battuta was most impressed by the city of Kilwa, now in southern Tanzania, which he 
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described as “the most beautiful of cities.” 

Islamic Arts 

In Kilwa, Ibn Battuta would certainly have seen the Great Mosque, one of the most 

celebrated of all Swahili buildings. Unlike the mosques of northern Africa and the Western 

Sudan, the Great Mosque at Kilwa has no minaret or central courtyard (fig. 13-2). The plans 

of Swahili mosques resemble instead the early prayerhalls of Arabia and Yemen. The original 

structure, a simple rectangular prayerhall, had been built soon after the city was founded, 

possibly in the eighth or ninth century AD (second or third century AH). Before the thirteenth 

century this was surrounded by a much larger stone prayerhall. By 1440 (800 AH), the aisles 

of the mosque had been roofed with stone barrel vaults alternating with rows of small domes. 

The most impressive dome in the mosque rose over the entrance next to the forecourt, where 

worshipers washed and purified themselves. Fluted in a manner reminiscent of the dome 

above the mihrab in the Great Mosque of Qairouan (see chapter 1), the dome is mentioned in 

the Kilwa Chronicle, a history of the city written in the mid-sixteenth century. 

The Great Mosque at Kilwa was constructed of rough chunks of fossilized coral (a type of 

limestone), imbedded in a type of cement made of weathered and crushed fragments of the 

same stone. The interior walls were finished in a white plaster also made from crushed coral, 

then burnished to a glossy sheen. Doorways and portions of arches were made of blocks of 

limestone, carved with bands of geometric decoration. The shimmering white interior of the 

mosque must have once been both elegant and austere (fig. 13-3). Interestingly, while the 

mosque’s pointed arches formally resemble those found in northern Africa and elsewhere in 

the Islamic world, they are not constructed in the same way, with an arc of stone blocks 

(voussoirs) held in place by a central keystone. Instead, they are corbeled—successive 

courses of stone or brick, each one projecting slightly beyond the one beneath, eventually 

meet to produce an arch-shaped opening. 

Worshipers who entered the Great Mosque of Kilwa knelt upon beautifully patterned 

mats and teachers read from precious copies of the Qur’an. The Qur’an shown in figure 13-4, 

which was produced in the early nineteenth century, is probably very similar to the sacred 

books that were used centuries ago in Kilwa and other Swahili cities. The book was probably 

made in Siyu, a town on Pate Island off the coast of northern Kenya that excelled in the 

production of manuscripts, embroidery, fine furniture, and other crafts. The scribe who 

transcribed and ornamented the pages of the Qur’an was a religious scholar as well as a 

painter and calligrapher, and he or she provided the commentary that appears in boxes in the 

margins of the text. The headings of each verse are framed by foliate motifs heightened with 

red and yellow pigment. 
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Just outside the Great Mosque, near the exterior of the qibla wall, is the tomb of a saint or 

leader. As in many Muslim cultures, the Swahili often place tombs near a mosque. A pious 

man spends much of his time in the mosque, the cemetery, and the madrasa (the Islamic 

school attached to a mosque), since all three areas are suitable places for prayer and 

meditation. Yet to the Swahili, tombs are not merely the focus of religious devotion. They are 

also tangible expressions of a family’s ancestral heritage, and they allow the living to 

celebrate their ties to the founders of the patrilineage. Tombs also honor the men and women 

who established a Swahili city, and who are believed by the Swahili to have brought the 

purity and civilization of Islam to a pagan land. Tombs are thus evidence of a social 

covenant, even if they are so old that no one can remember exactly who was buried within 

them. 

Some of the oldest tombs were erected in the Swahili heartland, the coast of southern 

Somalia and northern Kenya. Ornamented with square or rounded columns, these “pillar 

tombs” were the inspiration for later stone monuments built in several Swahili cities. The 

pillars on some sixteenth-century tombs from Kaolo, near Bagamoyo, Tanzania, rise to a 

height of some twenty feet. Pillars on some tombs are carved in relief with blind windows or 

doors, as though they were the houses of the deceased. Some pillars were inset with niches to 

hold porcelain bowls, just as niches in Swahili houses were used to display Chinese ceramics 

(see fig. 13-9). Other stone tombs are rectangular, often constructed of slabs of limestone 

carved with geometric patterns in low relief (fig. 13-5). The patterns echo the ornamentation 

of doorways and mihrabs found in stone mosques of this period. 

Arts of Leadership 

Both the cemeteries and the mosques of many Swahili cities now lie in ruins. Kilwa and other 

important sites were sacked by the Portuguese in 1509, and Swahili cities went into decline as 

European ships disrupted trade throughout the Indian Ocean. However, some Swahili centers 

regained a measure of independence and prosperity over the course of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, before their eventual colonial domination by Omani Arabs in the 

nineteenth century and by Europeans in the twentieth. 

Some of the regalia and symbols of office from this brief period can still be seen, 

including carved wooden drums and magnificent side-blown horns carved of ivory or cast in 

brass. The horn, siwa, of the city of Pate on Pate Island is formed of three great carved 

elephant tusks (fig. 13-6). Its creation is described in the chronicle of that city. 

At formal gatherings, Swahili elders and the rulers who direct their councils are seated 

upon elaborate thrones. Like a siwa or drum, a “chair of power,” kiti cha enzi, is often handed 

down through generations, and those in current use may thus be several centuries old. Yet 
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others may be recent; woodcarvers such as Said Abdullrahan El-Mafazy of Lamu faithfully 

reproduce antique furniture owned by their relatives and neighbors. A kiti cha enzi is usually 

made of ebony, inlaid with small pieces of ivory as shown here (fig. 13-7). The use of ivory 

or bone inlay on furniture is very ancient in northeastern Africa (see fig. 2-25). 

Domestic Architecture 

By the fourteenth century, the patrician elders who ruled the most powerful Swahili cities 

lived in homes built of stone. Swahili patricians still distinguish between walled areas of a 

city containing stately (if crumbling) stone residences, and the surrounding areas of more 

modest thatched buildings. Like a monumental stone tomb, a stone house, jumba, is closely 

identified with the noble past, and with family honor, ancestry, and prosperity. It is also 

believed to maintain the religious purity and physical wellbeing of a family’s living members. 

While Swahili mosques are almost exclusively reserved for men—only a few mosques 

have areas where women may worship—a jumba is the domain of women, the focus of their 

religious and social activities. A stone house, in fact, is built as a gift from a father to his 

daughter upon her marriage. Even today, when a daughter is born to a patrician couple, the 

father may begin to gather and prepare building materials. Upon the daughter’s engagement, 

he constructs a second or third story for her over his own (more properly, his wife’s) house. If 

relatives live nearby, the upper stories are connected by a bridge, wikio. The ground floor 

may eventually be given to servants so that the women who own the house can live in the 

better-ventilated upper floors. In well-preserved Swahili communities like Lamu, in northern 

Kenya, a jumba still represents the continuity of lineages and the blessings of fertility and 

wealth. 

The plan of a ruined stone house from Lamu shows some of the basic features of a jumba 

(fig. 13-8). The walls of this jumba, like those of the Great Mosque at Kilwa, were 

constructed of rough pieces of fossilized coral limestone bound with a cement of crushed 

limestone and covered with smooth white plaster. This plaster is said to purify and protect the 

home, and it is an essential feature in any room assigned to a patrician man or woman. The 

flat roofs were constructed of cement laid over a wooden ceiling, probably made of mangrove 

saplings. 

The entrance to this house was through a small porch open to the street, called a daka, a 

word also meaning “niche.” Benches for casual visitors lined the porch. At one side of the 

porch was a double wooden door set in a majestically carved frame, the only adornment to 

the plain, high wall. Privileged guests were invited into the open courtyard, kiwanda, on the 

other side of the door. A guest room may have been placed on the landing of the stairway to 

an upper story. Servants would have slept in the area under the staircase. 
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Female guests and members of the family were welcomed into the house proper, with its 

long, shallow galleries, misana (sing. msana). The longer walls of these interior rooms ran 

east/west, so that doorways between them pointed the entrant northward, in the direction of 

Mecca. The house here had two misana. Beds could have been placed at the ends of each 

gallery, possibly screened with hanging curtains or rugs. Carved chests, matching chairs, and 

stools would also have furnished these rooms. 

The first gallery was raised a step above the courtyard, and each subsequent gallery was 

raised a step further. The darkest and highest gallery was the ndani, the “inside” of the house. 

This cool, private room was occupied by the woman for whom the house was built. Behind 

the ndani of this particular jumba was another gallery, an extra room not usually found in this 

location. However, the rear bathroom (entered from the left door) and the innermost room 

(entered from the right door) are typical of stone houses. Usually directly behind the ndani, 

this innermost room is the site where the most sacred of all women’s activities take place. 

Here a woman would have given birth, buried stillborn children and protective amulets, 

washed corpses, and secluded herself while mourning the death of her husband. 

The interior walls of misana are inset with carved storage niches, zidaka. The plan of the 

jumba here shows zidaka set into the wall of the second msana, and a second, more extensive 

set of niches in the wall of the ensuing ndani, where it probably framed the woman’s 

bedstead. Zidaka photographed in another ruined residence in Lamu give us an impression of 

the original splendor of the Swahili stone house (fig. 13-9). This particular set of niches 

framed the doorway of a msana leading to the ndani, whose own zidaka may be glimpsed 

through the doorway. 

The patterns of the zidaka were sculpted using a technique known as “chip-carving.” In 

each panel the background has been chipped away, often with just one or two strokes per 

segment, leaving the surface of the stone to form the lines and shapes of the design. This 

technique is popular in many of the lands bordering the Indian Ocean, but seems most highly 

developed along the coasts of East Africa and Madagascar. Here we see a variety of patterns, 

some formed of lozenges or triangles, others of organic, almost floral motifs that clearly share 

the same aesthetic as the decorative border of the Qur’an discussed earlier (see fig. 13-4). 

The wooden doors at the entrance of the stone house at Lamu were once held in a 

rectangular wooden frame carved in the same manner as this zidaka. A central post might 

have been covered with more deeply carved floral motifs, or with stylized fish and plants. In 

Lamu today several different styles of doorframes can be seen. Some follow a trend 

established in Zanzibar during the height of Omani Arab colonial rule in the nineteenth 

century, when Arab, Indian, and Swahili merchants commissioned doors with a more 
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“international” flavor from both local and expatriate artists. 

The doorway from Zanzibar shown here is an excellent example of this ornate style (fig. 

13-10). The crisp abstraction of earlier frames has given way to highly detailed and

naturalistic vegetal forms, which writhe across the densely packed surface. Shield-like bosses 

punctuate the central post, and a semi-circular area arches over the lintel. Although related to 

Swahili prototypes, this door is clearly tied to foreign tastes. Doorways such as this seem to 

have been exported from Zanzibar to arid Muslim regions around the Red Sea and the Persian 

Gulf, where such large pieces of carved wood were a luxury. 

As cosmopolitan trading centers, the cities of the Swahili coast developed a multicultural 

population and a correspondingly hybrid architecture. One particularly spectacular building 

in the city of Zanzibar, on the island of the same name in present-day Tanzania, was 

constructed by a wealthy Indian businessman and designed by an architect from Delhi. 

Known as the Old Dispensary, its facade presents a wonderful, motley mixture of Arab, 

Indian, African, and European elements (fig. 13-11). It was built using the materials and 

technology of Swahili architecture; thus the walls and decorative details are of coral 

limestone coated with plaster. The front balconies are loosely based upon the wooden screens 

covering the upper windows of Egyptian and Arabian homes. The carved columns of the 

lower porch, and the trefoil arches between them, are Indian inventions, while the fanciful 

peaked roofs and gables may derive from the exuberant folk architecture of late nineteenth-

century Europe. It is interesting to compare the inventive eclecticism of this civic building 

with the hybrid architecture commissioned on the western coast of Africa by other 

cosmopolitan merchants (see figs. 6-37, 8-57). 

OTHER COASTAL BANTU CULTURES 

Along the East African coastline, inland from the cities of the Swahili, are several major 

clusters of Bantu-speaking peoples. Bantu-speaking Mijikenda groups, for example, live in 

the hills above the central and southern Kenya coast. They share many cultural features with 

the Swahili, though few have converted to Islam. Whereas the Swahili honor their ancestors 

by building stone tombs, the Mijikenda carve tall planks to venerate the dead. The most 

elaborate memorial planks, vigango (sing. kigango), are erected to appease the spirits of 

deceased members of Gohu, a benevolent association. The most thoroughly documented 

vigango are those of the Giriama people of the Mijikenda cluster. 

The vigango of the Giriama are cut from living trees by a delegation of men. The circular 

head, short neck, and rectangular body of the image are carved, smoothed, and ornamented 

with triangles and facial features incised with chip carving. The sculpture is then painted with 

bright red, black, or white pigment mixed with latex. The final stages are completed during a 
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single night, so that the statue may be consecrated at dawn. It is this dedication ceremony that 

is illustrated here (fig. 13-12). A white cloth has been tied around the neck of the kigango, 

and the men who participated in the night’s creation are pouring libations and eulogizing the 

deceased. 

The Zaramo and their neighbors, a homogenous cluster of Bantu-speaking peoples who 

live in northeastern Tanzania, also carve poles as references to the deceased. An unusually 

naturalistic figure with jointed limbs was evidently taken from a pole set over a Zaramo grave 

in the early twentieth century (fig. 13-13). The smooth head and the heart-shaped contours of 

the face are also found on the vigango of some Mijikenda groups. 

The second Zaramo grave marker shown here is more typical, with the human figure 

reduced to a cylindrical torso set upon two faceted bases (fig. 13-14). The head is a helmet-

like form composed of a cone covered by a semi-circular arched ridge. This economical and 

evocative composition is a manifestation of a symbol known throughout northeastern 

Tanzania by variants of the term mwana hiti. 

Mwana hiti (or mwana nyahiti) has been translated as “daughter of the chair” or “(female) 

child of the one who is enthroned.” The symbol is said to be both female (because of the tiny 

breasts) and male (because the mwana hiti image as a whole is phallic in shape). Mwana hiti 

evokes the lineage-founding ancestral couple, and by extension ancestors and their authority 

in general. The symbol appears in a variety of contexts, but it is most commonly embodied in 

the small figures used during female initiations (fig. 13-15). The term “female child of the 

one who is enthroned” refers directly to the girls who are undergoing this period of training, 

for they are briefly seated upon the ancestral stool or chair of their mother’s lineage when 

they are presented to the community at the end of their seclusion. The name of this symbol, 

as well as the image itself, thus celebrates the heritage of these young women, whose beauty, 

health, and fertility are viewed as gifts of the ancestors. 

A girl is given a mwana hiti by her father’s sister when it is time for her to begin her 

seclusion. After the girl has had her hair cut in the distinctive crested style worn by initiates, 

she ties tufts of it to the holes in the crest along the head of the mwana hiti. A very personal 

and highly charged substance, the hair is usually removed before the girl returns the figure to 

her guardian. The mwana hiti illustrated here may thus have been taken from a girl or her 

family without their permission. 

All mwana hiti share the same basic form, yet no two are exactly alike. The peoples of 

northeastern Tanzania are masterful sculptors, and they exploit the subtle variations on this 

abstract theme to the fullest. The range of their abilities is also striking, encompassing the 

rigorous geometric harmonies of a mwana hiti, the more naturalistic grave marker described 
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above (see fig. 13-13), and the female figure and child from the top of a staff shown here (fig. 

13-16). All of these objects are attributed to Zaramo artists, but their styles are strikingly 

different. The diviner or leader who once owned the staff would have been able to allude to 

ancestral power, fertility, and blessings of all kinds by commissioning a scepter with a 

mwana hiti, as was often done. Instead, this mother with a child on her back, possibly a 

reference to the lineage and its progeny, the leader and his family, or to the initiator and her 

initiate, is a distinctive and descriptive statement. The curved contours of the woman’s body 

and the precise placement of the child on the woman’s back form a very appealing image. 

Figures of women and children also appear on a musical instrument attributed to the 

Kwere, another group in this cultural cluster (fig. 13-17). Set atop an abstract base of great 

compressed energy, one carries a baby in her arms, while the other carries a child on her 

back. The belly of the instrument is embellished with chip-carved geometric shapes similar to 

those found in Mijikenda and Swahili art. While the meaning of the figures is unclear, the 

beauty of these carefully placed images is quite apparent. 

As the term mwana hiti itself reminds us, thrones may be the central focus of ceremonies 

involving leadership and initiation. This is particularly the case with the Luguru, a large 

Bantu-speaking group culturally related to the Zaramo and the Kwere. One very fine throne, 

taken from a Hehe community in central Tanzania but probably carved by a Luguru artist, is 

composed of a broad circular seat backed with a rectangular slab (fig. 13-18). Small conical 

breasts and the fully three-dimensional head above it identify the backrest as a female torso. 

It is quite fitting that such a symbol of ancestral authority should evoke a female form, for 

Luguru culture is matrilineal. Stylistically, the combination of a spherical head and flat torso 

is similar to the forms of some Mijikenda vigango. The crested hairstyle and small, flat face, 

however, are typically Luguru. 

There is much contact between the Mijikenda of Kenya, the peoples of northeastern 

Tanzania (such as the Zaramo and the Kwere), and the Bantu-speaking groups who live 

further inland on both sides of the Kenya/Tanzania border. Among all of these peoples, 

sculpted art works have been owned by healers. In northeastern Tanzania, mwana hiti still 

serve as corks or stoppers for containers of medicine, invoking the powers of ancestors 

against supernatural dangers. A stopper may also be used to apply medicine to a patient. In 

southeastern Kenya, carved heads or partial figures once sealed antelope horns containing 

medicine, the points of which were driven in the ground near the healer during consultations. 

Two carved stoppers with their medicine containers were collected in northern Tanzania 

in the early twentieth century. One stopper is a particularly striking zoomorphic form, which 

fits into the opening of a beaded gourd (fig. 13-19). Another, knotted and tied to a container 
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made of horn, depicts a human head with emphatic arches for ears and eyebrows (fig. 13-20). 

Photographs taken in the 1950s show male and female healers in coastal Kenya wearing 

beaded veils and bags, full cloaks, ornate headdresses, and leather masks. In addition to 

stoppered containers, they carried carved figures, staffs, and musical instruments. Healers in 

northeastern Tanzania still display art forms, yet little is known about their statuary. A 

wooden figure with outstretched arms from northern Tanzania seems to have been prescribed 

for clients with particular needs by a diviner of the Pare people (fig. 13-21). The small beads 

placed in the eyes are almost hypnotic. 

Other images used or ordered by religious specialists of coastal highlands Bantu-speaking 

peoples are evidently made of clay. In addition, both fired and unfired clay forms are known 

to have served as instructional aids in the initiation of young men and women in northern 

Tanzania. They may relate to large reliefs modeled on the ground in Zambia for girls’ 

initiations and other sacred uses, or to the use of wooden structure used for the initiations of 

young people in areas of southern and eastern Africa (see chapter 14). However, since these 

initiations are held in secret, outsiders do not know whether (or where) the works are still in 

use. 

PRESTIGE ARTS OF THE INTERLACUSTRINE REGION 

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, a vast network of trade routes linked the 

Swahili ports on the Indian Ocean to the peoples who lived in the interlacustrine region, the 

lands along the lakes and waterways of the Great Rift Valley. Merchants, warriors, and slave 

traders moved along these routes, as did art works and artists. 

The Nyamwezi 

In western Tanzania much of this trade was organized by the kingdoms and associated 

communities of a people known collectively as the Nyamwezi, or “people of the moon.” The 

remarkable Nyamwezi throne shown here was carved during the late nineteenth century (fig. 

13-22). Formally and conceptually it is linked to the thrones of the Luguru in the east and to

the seats of authority on the western flanks of the Great Rift Valley in the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (see chapter 12). Seen from the front, the curved backrest of the 

Nyamwezi throne appears to merge with a head and a pair of hands to form a figure, as in the 

Luguru throne discussed above (see fig. 13-18). A rear view of the Nyamwezi work, 

however, reveals a slim and elongated body with bent limbs, carved in high relief, embracing 

the rectangular back of the throne. Only the head and hands extend past the edges of the 

backrest and are visible from the front. The leader or elder who sat on this throne would thus 

have been visually framed and conceptually embraced by ancestral authority. 

The shiny finish of the Nyamwezi throne is very different from the rough, grimy surface 
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of the Pare protective figure (see fig. 13-21), but they share the same eyes of inlaid beads. In 

each case the artist did not smooth away the carving marks of his adze or knife, and both 

figures display unusual proportions: the Pare image is compacted while the Nyamwezi figure 

is stretched thin. Many of the features found on the figure attached to the Nyamwezi throne—

including the spherical head, uneven surface, and semi-circular ears—may have once been 

typical of art produced all along the trade routes joining the Tanzanian interior to the coast. 

Freestanding figures have also been collected among Nyamwezi groups. Some of the 

most fascinating seem to have been sculpted by artists of northern Nyamwezi peoples such as 

the Sukuma. One of these works, possibly once part of a pair or a group of figures, comes 

from an island in Lake Victoria (fig. 13-23). The facial features are barely distinguishable, 

the hands merge into the hips, and the feet form a notched conical base. Yet although the 

surface is rough and the gender undefined, the hair was painstakingly constructed of attached 

twisted or braided fibers. The contrast between clear out-lines and uneven surfaces, between 

crisp braids and vague face, gives this figure an aura of mystery, an aura heightened by our 

regrettable ignorance of its name, history, or meaning. Available information on similar 

works suggests only that it may have been owned by a king or community leader as part of 

his personal treasury. 

Similar questions surround another work attributed to the northern Nyamwezi (fig. 13-

24). Breathtaking in its abstraction, this attenuated figure achieves a beautiful, slow rhythm as 

subtle details punctuate our eyes’ long vertical slide along its lustrous surface. Similar 

elongated statues were carried by the Sukuma as staffs in dances, but this example seems too 

fragile to have been manipulated by a dancer. It may have been the predecessor of large 

figures displayed since the 1950s by Sukuma and Nyamwezi dance troupes to enhance the 

visual impact of their performances. 

Royal Treasuries 

Wooden sculptures and thrones seem to have been acquired as prestige items by 

interlacustrine leaders during the nineteenth century, yet in general these sculptures were not 

directly connected to the institution of leadership. The royal treasuries of several centralized 

interlacustrine states did, however, include metal objects associated with the mystical powers 

of kings and their ancestors. The largest of all royal treasuries may have been located in the 

small kingdom of Karagwe, on the western banks of Lake Victoria. When the American 

adventurer William Stanley arrived in Karagwe in 1876, he saw some of the hundreds of iron 

and copper objects owned by Rumanika I, the king of Karagwe, including ceremonial anvils 

and images of cattle. A spare and elegant bovine form was one of the items of regalia taken 

from the Karagwe treasury by German soldiers in 1906 (fig. 13-25). The smooth curves of 
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the horns, limbs, tail, and hump, and the delicate muzzle and ears of the creature, are very 

difficult to achieve in iron, and the technical skills displayed here are considerable. 

The selection of cattle and horned forms as subject matter was natural in a kingdom 

where cattle were a source of wealth and prestige. Rumanika claimed that all of the iron 

objects in the treasury had been made by his predecessor, Ndagara, who was both king and 

blacksmith. In Karagwe thought, Ndagara’s proclaimed ability to produce this impressive 

object was a validation of his role as a cultural hero who practiced ancient skills. Even if 

Ndagara did not actually forge this particular work, the people of Karagwe believed it was 

created because of his skill and his ties to the ancestors. 

Another object from the interlacustrine states may also have been tied to a royal court 

(fig. 13-26). Known as the Luzira Head, this ceramic fragment was found during the 

excavation of a lakeshore shrine once kept by priests who served the king, kabaka, of the 

Buganda. The head was modeled at least two hundred years ago and we do not know who or 

what it represents. Stylistically the head resembles no other known work from eastern Africa, 

suggesting that art works in the past may have been quite different from those created during 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Ceramics and Basketry 

Both ceramic vessels and finely woven baskets were owned by men and women of high 

status in the interlacustrine states, and some were made exclusively for royal families. 

Burnished black vases, ensumbi, were once proudly displayed by members of the Buganda 

court (fig. 13-27). The lustrous black surface was created by polishing with graphite. Made 

by male potters working for the king of Buganda, these shiny, long-necked containers 

replicate the forms of the calabashes once used by the ruling clans (who were originally 

pastoralists). The tightly woven fiber stands for these pots were the work of wealthy and 

leisured Ganda women, whose skill in creating intersecting geometric patterns is displayed in 

these examples. Other beautiful basketry was once made in Rwanda and Burundi. 

Magdalene Odundo, a contemporary ceramic artist born in Nairobi, Kenya in 1950, draws 

upon this tradition of ceramic connoisseurship (fig. 13-28). Odundo was educated at colleges 

of art in England, and she was able to travel to Nigeria (where she visited pottery workshops 

organized by Michael Cardew) and the United States (where she visited Maria Martinez in 

San Idelfonso, New Mexico). A trip to Kenya in 1974–5 allowed her to research the cultural 

context of ceramic vessels in the land of her birth. Although Odundo has lived in England 

since 1971, her investigation of these African ceramic forms complements her interest in the 

fired clay objects of many cultures and many periods. 

The forms of Odundo’s sculpture are even freer and more fluid than those of the vases 
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formerly used by wealthy Ganda. They are not based upon the shapes of gourds, but upon the 

human body. The full curves of the vase-like sculptures seem to be metaphors for fullness 

and fecundity. Whereas the Ganda ceramics were items of prestige traded within the 

interlacustrine region, Odundo’s work is produced within an international context; she sculpts 

and lectures in the United States and Europe as well as Africa. 

MASQUERADES AND OTHER ARTS OF THE MARAVI, THE MAKONDE, THE 

MAKUA, AND THE YAO 

Western museums house a fascinating variety of masks purchased or taken as booty during 

the European exploration and conquest of eastern Africa in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. Yet very little information accompanied these art objects, and the 

practice of masquerading has since died out in much of East Africa. The only peoples who 

continue to sponsor elaborate masquerades live in Tanzania, Mozambique, and Malawi. They 

include the Makonde, the Makua, the Yao, and some of the Maravi peoples. 

Nyau 

The Maravi once formed several distinct kingdoms that were united under the authority of a 

sacred emperor, the karonga. The slave trade of the nineteenth century shattered the Maravi 

empire, yet in at least two Maravi groups, the Chewa and the Mang’anja, a masquerade 

association called Nyau can still be found. In the Chewa kingdom of Zambia and among the 

Mang’anja people of southern Malawi, Nyau is responsible for funerary ceremonies held 

during the dry season after the corn harvest. Nyau masquerades invite animals of the forest to 

join temporarily with the human community in celebration, thus returning for a time to the 

harmony of creation. They also initiate children into adulthood. The Mang’anja see Nyau 

ceremonies as restoring relations between the earth and the sky so that rain may fall and life 

may continue (see Aspects of African Cultures: Cycles and Circles, p. 449). 

Wooden face masks and facial coverings of fiber, feathers, and rags are worn by Nyau 

members to give form to the spirits of those who have died during the year. These masks are 

known generally as nyau, but they also have individual names suggested by their appearance, 

their behavior, or the songs sung during their performances. Some are easily identifiable as 

old men, Europeans, or ghosts walking on stilts. A mask of a character known as nkhalamba, 

or “old man,” was collected in a Mang’anja community in the Nsanje district of southern 

Malawi (fig. 13-29). The projecting brows and nose of the black wooden mask are common 

in the nyau face masks of the Mang’anja. His eyes and mouth are outlined in red. 

The most important nyau are large basketry structures made of bamboo, plant fibers, and 

cloth. Known as nyau yolemba, they make manifest the souls of forest beasts and other non-

human presences. Among the Chewa, a northern Maravi group, the most important of these 
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nyau yolemba manifests the soul of the eland, a type of antelope (fig. 13-30). Called kasiya 

maliro, it appears at midnight to be led to the home of a deceased member of the community. 

After communing with the soul of the deceased, the eland brings the soul out of the house, 

out of the town, and into the forest. There the basketry structure is set alight, and its burning 

transforms the soul of the deceased into an ancestral spirit that can now be present in the lives 

of his or her descendants. Boys who are being initiated into Nyau eat the ashes of kasiya 

maliro before returning home to their families. 

Nyau masquerades appear when Mang’anja boys and girls are initiated into adulthood, 

but only boys learn about the nyau of the Chewa. Chewa girls undergo completely separate 

initiations, which once involved animal forms modeled in the earth. While wooden figures 

may also have been used for girls’ initiations in some Maravi groups, virtually nothing is 

known of how they functioned in the course of the girls’ instruction. A few of these wooden 

sculptures survive, including the work shown here, purchased almost a century ago (fig. 13-

31). The long, tubular torso and spherical head tie it stylistically to figures from western 

Tanzania, but the heavy hands and feet and the widely spaced legs are quite distinctive. 

Lipiko 

Nyau has its equivalent in Lipiko and Isinago, the masquerade institutions of the Makonde 

and their neighbors (particularly the Yao and the Makua). Lipiko announces and celebrates 

the initiations of both boys and girls. As in Nyau, the masquerades blend sacred and secular 

elements. They invoke spirit presences, but the men who are responsible for offering them to 

the community are named and praised. 

Lipiko performances in Tanzania feature face masks. An astounding number of beautiful 

wooden masks of this type, including the two illustrated here, were taken from Makonde or 

Makua communities in southern Tanzania by a German visitor at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. Unfortunately, he recorded virtually nothing about the names of the masks 

or the characters they represent, and did not note the names of the artists or their places of 

origin. Both of these masks may in fact have been sculpted specifically in response to his 

demand for carved objects. As is so often the case in African art, we can only admire the 

formal inventiveness of works whose meaning is lost to us, while praising the artistry of 

creators whose names we do not know. 

Aspects of African Cultures 

Cycles and Circles 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 467



Most African arts have as their contexts recurrent and repeated patterns or situations, 

although some sporadic or arbitrary occasions may arise. Two models—cycles and circles—

are especially useful to an understanding of these patterns, which in turn can help us visualize 

the place and sway of art in everyday and ceremonial life. The most important cycles are the 

agricultural year and the course of human life from birth to death, and in many places to 

reincarnation. Certain pulse points or passage rituals in each cycle are magnets for art: 

planting and harvest ceremonies, transitions to adulthood (puberty rites), and ancestorhood 

(second burial celebrations). A few cultures acknowledge longer cycles; the Dogon, for 

example, mark by an elaborate masquerade the turn of a sixty-year cycle that symbolizes the 

replacement of one generation with another. 

The ownership, orientation, and sway of art also can be modeled conceptually by a series 

of concentric circles, from the works made for and by individuals, which have the least scope 

and are represented by the innermost circle, to those for and by an entire community, which 

have the most scope. This model begins with an individual, extends outward to the family, 

the lineage group, the village, and the larger community such as a clan or city-state. The 

boundaries of a people (either as they define themselves or as they are defined by others) 

define the outermost circle, which would embrace strangers who live on the borderlands and 

speak different languages. Each circle tends to foster certain types of art. Scarification and 

jewelry are personal and individual, domestic compounds are family or lineage based, 

masquerades tend to be larger group endeavors, while court arts are expressions of a state. 

Two relatively new “circles” of importance today are cities and the international world. 

Groups such as the Yoruba and the Swahili have long built urban centers, but for much of the 

continent this phenomenon has arisen with colonialism. The international circle that is the 

intended audience of much contemporary African art is largely a postcolonial, post-

independence development, which embraces Africa, Europe, the Americas, and Asia. We can 

predict that these new circles will become increasingly important. HMC 

The first mask is in the form of a lovely oval face (fig. 13-32). The forehead tattoos, the 

ear spools, and the labret (the cylindrical ornament filling the upper lip) were popular with 

women in the region, but were occasionally also worn by men, and so we cannot be sure 

whether the mask depicts a male or a female character. The second mask depicts the face of a 

rabbit, an animal described as a trickster by East African storytellers (fig. 13-33). The superb 

abstraction of the detachable ears and the rectangular nose and eyes bear a formal 

resemblance to the masks of the Western Sudan, while the clear divisions between the oval 

indentations on either side and the raised chin, nose, and brow recall masks from Gabon. The 

masterful shapes of this mask are probably not the result of outside influences, however, but 
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derive from the artist’s skill and experience. 

Later in the twentieth century, the masquerades of the Makonde and their neighbors 

began to be performed primarily with helmet masks covering the entire head. This is 

particularly true of the Makonde in Mozambique, and their Yao and Maravi neighbors in 

Mozambique and Malawi. A photograph of a Malawian dancer (who is probably Yao) 

captures the startling naturalism of contemporary masquerades in the Lipiko tradition (fig. 

13-34). This particular masquerader closely resembles the American pop star, Elvis Presley.

Throughout the region masked beings are highly respected, but they may also satirize 

foreigners or other foolish individuals. 

Lipiko announces and celebrates the initiations of both boys and girls. As in Nyau, the 

masquerades blend sacred and secular elements. They invoke spirit presences, but the men 

who are responsible for offering them to the community are named and praised. 

Sculpture 

A large variety of figures have been collected from the Makonde and their neighbors. Some 

of the earliest examples may have been used in female initiations, but many of the fine 

sculptures collected during the twentieth century were probably carved for colonial officers, 

missionaries, and other foreigners by artists exploring new markets for their work. The 

geometric shapes on the face and torso of one robust figure carved by a Makonde artist of 

Mozambique replicate the delicate raised tattoos that still adorn Makonde men and women 

(fig. 13-35). 

Sculptors in southern Tanzania and northern Mozambique were not restricted to masks 

and the occasional figure, however. They also carved a variety of staffs and scepters, as well 

as smaller items used by diviners and their patients. A container filled with mystical matter 

and tied with strips of beaded cloth was probably used as a protective device, or as a part of a 

healer’s tool kit (fig. 13-36). The side chambers of this delicately patterned object are closed 

with stoppers in the form of animal heads. They seem closely related to the carved images 

used to seal the gourds and horns of healers further north (see figs. 13-19, 13-20). 

Export Art 

In Dar es Salaam, the capital of Tanzania, a businessman commissioned sculpture in ebony 

(black-wood) from Makonde artists who had settled there in the 1960s. His patrongage 

encouraged refugees from Mozambique, and Tanzanians of many cultural backgrounds, to 

create vast numbers of carvings for export and for sale to tourists. Similar centers for export 

art arose in the coastal cities of Kenya. Some seem to have been modeled on the early 
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workshops established by carvers of the Kamba people who had produced wooden statuary 

for British colonialists living near Nairobi in the years before independance. Their prodigious 

output has been called “airport art” (see Aspects of African Cultures: Export Arts, p. 152). 

Some sculptures from Makonde workshops are deliberately grotesque, and are called 

“shetani” (“Satan”), or “devils” by merchants. Others are fluid images of human beings 

merging with nature and each other. Europeans have been told that these works express 

Makonde ideas concerning the world of the ancestors and the value of assisting others in the 

community. Even if these rather romantic ideas may not really be rooted in Makonde 

religious beliefs, they have encouraged tourists to remember Africans in a positive light. A 

particularly lyrical example of this type of modern Makonde sculpture can be seen in a work 

by Nikwitikie Kiasi (born 1929; fig. 13-37). The shapes are polished, smooth, and fanciful, 

well calculated to accompany art objects on a foreign bookshelf. Although these Tanzanian 

works have been subjected to a good deal of critical scorn by art historians, sculptures such as 

this one should be admired for their inventiveness and their high degree of craftsmanship. 

MADAGASCAR 

Settled by seafarers from islands of Indonesia, Madagascar has produced an array of art 

forms based upon both Asian and African traditions. The Malagasy seem to have settled their 

island around AD 800, just as Swahili culture began to take shape. Numerous similarities 

between the sculptural traditions of peoples who live along the eastern coasts of the continent 

and the Malagasy suggest continuous contact between the mainland and its largest off-lying 

island. 

The wooden object from Madagascar shown here (fig. 13-38), meant to be tied around a 

person’s neck or chest, evokes the containers used by healers of southern Kenya and northern 

Tanzania (compare figs. 13-19, 13-20, and 13-36). This amulet, odi, is from the kingdom of 

the Merina people, in the central highlands of Madagascar. Odi are filled with powerful 

substances by a healer, odiase, for his clients. The partial male and female figures here did 

not serve as stoppers, as similar figures do on the mainland, but were instead part of the 

sacred materials placed within. Once joined at the shoulder, the figures may have been a 

reference to male and female ancestors, and an invocation of their spiritual powers. The use 

of small white beads for eyes and the rounded shape of the heads link these sculptures 

stylistically to statuary from certain areas of Tanzania (see figs. 13-21, 13-22). 

While the three prongs appear to mimic cattle horns, which are occasionally used as odi, 

they are in fact wooden replicas of the more commonly used crocodile teeth. The only really 
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dangerous predator on the island of Madagascar, the crocodile lends power and authority to 

protective objects. In fact, the three shapes seem to depict both crocodile teeth and the 

crocodile itself, with the central protrusion representing a stylized crocodile head and the 

other two suggesting front feet. 

In addition to their ties to the African mainland, the Malagasy peoples interacted with 

merchants, pirates, and missionaries before they were colonized by the French at the 

beginning of the twentieth century. In the middle of the nineteenth century, a Frenchman who 

had been cast ashore on the island by a shipwreck designed a wooden palace for the powerful 

Merina queen, Ranavalona I. A Scottish missionary later surrounded it in stone. James 

Rainimaharosoa (1860–1926), one of the earliest Malagasy artists to gain international 

recognition, studied drawing with an English missionary, and sent his work to a colonial 

exposition in 1900. His detailed illustrations documented the clothing, the musical 

instruments, and the architecture of his Merina culture (fig. 13-39). A generation later, Emile 

Ralambo (1879–1963), followed his example, and has left us numerous naturalistic paintings 

of Malagasy life and scenery. 

Memorial Arts 

Perhaps the most interesting Merina architectural structures today are the stone or cement 

houses of the dead, which are ornamented with painted or incised geometric designs and 

messages. Within the tombs are textiles, beautiful shrouds used to wrap and re-wrap the 

remains of the dead at their burial, their exhumation, and their reburial. The shroud illustrated 

here was woven of locally grown silk on a horizontal loom (fig. 13-40). Though it is indeed a 

rich red color, all shrouds, even those bleached a gleaming white, are known as lambda 

mena, or “red cloth.” The color red is associated in Merina thought with both royal authority 

and ancestral power. During the nineteenth century, royal tombs were opened (and the 

shrouds were thus visible), when the reigning king or queen was bathed and purified during 

an annual ceremony. Families throughout the kingdom also visited the dead and rewrapped 

their bones in shrouds in order to liberate the soul of the deceased from the pollution of death 

and decay. These ceremonies are still performed today. 

Other Malagasy groups are best known for their memorial figures, which are interesting 

to compare to the vigango and other funerary sculpture of the mainland. The Sakalava and 

their neighbors in eastern and southern Madagascar build fences of wooden planks or posts to 

form a square enclosure for the coffins of the dead. A photograph shows two of these 

structures in a southern Sakalava cemetery (fig. 13-41). The corner posts of each enclosure 
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depict either a bird or a human figure. A series of carved images placed along the top of one 

fence is also visible in the lower left corner of the photograph. Today most Malagasy houses 

are built of adobe or cement, but these enclosures refer to the wooden houses of the past. The 

four sides of the structure are identified with the cardinal directions used in divination, as are 

the sides of Malagasy houses and shrines. The gender of the human figures is difficult to see 

in this photograph, but most carved posts of the Sakalava region are female. Male figures are 

usually found facing female figures, or upon enclosures where women are buried. 

Human figures are shown wearing hats, though they are otherwise naked. Since the 

Malagasy have an ancient weaving tradition, and have always worn long cloth wrappers, 

unclothed figures are shockingly bare. Scholars suggest that the exposed genitals of Malagasy 

funerary figures give the site a sexual charge. Indeed, some memorial figures depict humans 

and birds copulating. Just as sexual activity is necessary to conceive a child, sexual images 

allow the spirits of the dead to be reborn as ancestors, and Malagasy memorial figures can be 

understood in the same light as the images of sexuality found in the tombs of New Kingdom 

Egypt (see chapter 1). 

The names of a few of the sculptors active in southern Madagascar during the first half of 

the twentieth century have survived. Perhaps the most famous sculptor of the region was 

Fesira (fl. 1920–50), a member of the small Anatanosy group who worked for patrons among 

the Sakalava as well as the Anatanosy. The Anatanosy, like several other groups in southern 

Madagascar, do not place figures in the graveyard itself, but erect tall stones, wooden figures, 

or carved poles in the community as memorials for the dead Fesira’s images were thus not 

meant to give a sacred aura to a grave site, but to remind the living of the accomplishments of 

the dead. 

Although Fesira’s fundamentally naturalistic style differed little from that of other 

Malagasy artists, his emphasis upon the individuality of the deceased was unique. Elders 

remember that Fesira would interview family members at length to determine which aspects 

of the life of the deceased should be commemorated in the sculpture. 

Fesira’s influence can be seen in contemporary funerary arts of the Mahafaly of southern 

Madagascar. Like the Sakalava, the Mahafaly place their dead in square enclosures. The 

walls are made of wood or stone, and the enclosed area is filled with rocks and boulders. Set 

into the rocks are the horns of the cattle killed during the course of funeral ceremonies. Like 

some pastoralists on the African continent, the Malagasy train the horns of their favorite 

cattle so that they grow into striking shapes, and these offerings may thus be seen as a form 

of sculpture. Also decorating the tombs are carved wooden posts known as alo alo. 
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The Mahafaly artist Efiambolo carved the alo alo shown here sometime before 1970 (fig. 

13-42). The stacked geometric forms of the tall planks and the chip-carving technique used to

produce them are typical of these funerary monuments. The cattle and mounted figures on top 

of each alo alo are Efiambolo’s contribution to the genre, and typical in their simplicity of 

works produced early in his career. Later, he elaborated such figures into fully orchestrated 

scenes similar to the commemorative images of Fesira. Today Efiambolo’s son produces 

brightly painted alo alo for foreigners as well as for Malagasy patrons. 

CUSHITIC AND NILO-SAHARAN SPEAKERS OF THE INTERIOR 

Just as some Malagasy art forms are related to those of Bantu speakers, the art of mainland 

peoples who speak Cushitic languages of the Afro-Asiatic family and the art of Nilo-Saharan 

speakers share common features. For many centuries members of these two different 

language families have lived in close proximity to each other, and they share similar lifestyles 

and similar beliefs. 

Memorial Figures and Stone Tombs 

The varied funerary art forms of the Malagasy and of coastal Bantu-speaking peoples in 

eastern Africa have their counterparts in the tombs and memorial figures of peoples who 

speak Afro-Asiatic, Nilo-Saharan, and even (in southeastern Sudan) Niger-Congo languages. 

The most important of these art forms related to the dead are found over a broad area 

stretching from the Bahr el Ghazal region in southern Sudan east to the foothills of southern 

Ethiopia. 

Tombs of the Bongo and the Bellanda peoples of southern Sudan were described by 

explorers during the nineteenth century. A leader was buried under a mass of rocks, which 

was frequently enclosed in a wooden fence similar to a Sakalava tomb. A sinuous carved 

figure of the deceased, together with smaller images representing his family, was placed in 

front of the tomb structure. These elongated figures were evidently not portraits of the 

deceased, but rather generic evocations of men (fig. 13-43). Other photographs of Bongo 

graves show ridged columns next to unfenced mounds of stone. They resemble stacks of 

calabashes or bowls and are probably wooden replicas of the rows of dishes customarily left 

at Bongo graves even today. Each rounded form is said to symbolize a large game animal or 

enemy killed by the deceased, or by a man acting in his stead. 

Some settled agriculturalists in southern Sudan and southern Ethiopia also build stone 

tombs. The Arussi, the Derassa, the Sidamo, and other Cushitic peoples who live in the 

rugged hills far to the south and southeast of Addis Ababa place incised stones next to their 
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tombs, which take the form of stone mounds or cylindrical structures. An Arussi grave 

photographed by a German expedition in 1958 is surrounded by several large slabs of stone 

engraved with geometric shapes (fig. 13-44). At the summit of these graves were stone half-

figures. 

Other peoples in this region carve memorial figures of wood. The best documented are 

those of the Konso, whose tradition of creating wooden memorial figures, waga, continues to 

the present day. In the photograph shown here (fig. 13-45), attention is focused on the 

features of the heads with their rather wedge-shaped jaws. The staring eyes beneath the deep 

brows, and the teeth affixed in the open mouths, give the figures an aggressive air. Like the 

vigango of the Mijikenda, Konso memorial figures may not necessarily be placed near the 

tomb itself. A preferred location for a waga is the town square set aside for men’s religious 

activity, but a cluster of waga may be found in a variety of other locations. 

Personal Arts 

Although speakers of Nilo-Saharan and Cushitic languages have displayed sculpture such as 

these memorial figures, they are best known for their arts of personal adornment. The Somali 

and the closely related Oromo once obtained ornate silver jewelry from a segregated class of 

smiths. They also purchased amber and silver ornaments in cities such as Mogadishu (in 

Somalia) and Harar (in Ethiopia). A recent photograph shows a woman from the region near 

Harar (fig. 13-1). She wears a yarn headband and simple beads rather than the heavy silver 

pendants of older generations. On her head is a tightly woven basket similar to those of the 

distant and unrelated Nubian peoples (see fig. 2-36). 

The Somali and the Oromo interact with Arab pastoralists who have lived in the deserts 

of Sudan for centuries. During the late twentieth century, tensions between the Muslim and 

non-Muslim populations of southern Sudan led to warfare throughout the region. Muslim 

forces allied to the Sudanese government were pitted against various rebel factions made up 

of ancient Nilo-Saharan speaking groups such as the Nuer and the Dinka. In the early twenty-

first century, after a tentative peace was made in the southern Sudan, Arabic-speaking 

Muslim nomads attacked Muslim Nilo-Saharan speaking populations in the eastern Sudan 

region known as Darfur (see chapter 3). 

Two photographers who visited the southern Sudan prior to the civil war recorded the 

beauty of the beaded ornaments worn by Dinka herders (fig. 13-46), which can easily be seen 

as abstract art objects. Apart from scarification patterns, beadwork, and a dusting of 

protective powders, the Dinka wore few clothes. Twenty years later, the pastoralists in these 
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photographs may have been killed or dispersed. A generation of their children made its way 

on foot to refugee camps in northern Kenya. Some of these survivors, known as the “Lost 

Boys” of the Sudan, have been re-settled in the United States. 

Populations who suffered even more in this phase of the civil warfare in Sudan were the 

settled agriculturalists of the Nuba Mountains, the highlands west of the White Nile River 

and north of the Bahr el Ghazal region. These peoples also speak Nilo-Saharan languages. 

Before they were killed, enslaved, and displaced by this conflict, they distinguished 

themselves from animals and from their bearded and veiled Muslim neighbors by shaving 

their bodies and carefully trimming the hair on their heads. Although they wore belts, 

pendants, and a few other ornaments, only the sick, the aged, or pregnant women wrapped 

themselves with cloth. Otherwise the body was covered with oil, the sweet-smelling product 

of human labor and community life. Boys and men painted designs on their bodies, while 

girls wore a solid layer of red or yellow ochre. Women’s bodies were further ornamented 

with rows of raised keloids. As among the Ga’anda of Nigeria (see chapter 3), a girl acquired 

a new set of scars at each important passage of her progress to full adulthood. A married 

woman who had weaned a child displayed delicate patterns of raised skin over her shoulders, 

back, and abdomen. 

Young men in the community of Kao in the Nuba Mountains learned to apply painted 

patterns when they joined the age-grade known as loer. For several years they were allowed 

to experiment with colors, designs, and shapes that complemented their features and 

expressed their aesthetic tastes. A loer youth photographed in the late 1960s created a 

wonderful asymmetrical composition (fig. 13-47). Black pigment in one area of his face 

complements the black paint on the opposite side of his body. The white or yellow 

background of the other side of the face is similarly matched by the pigment of the other half 

of the body. The lines drawn on the face may at first suggest an ostrich whose body surrounds 

the eye and whose legs extend down the side of the cheek. However, the design was 

interpreted by the artist as a non-representational image, one subtly different from a similar 

pattern identified as “ostrich.” Two generations earlier, a friend would have created this art 

work for the young man, but imported mirrors have given each youth the opportunity to use 

his own face as a canvas. 

The artistic skills of a loer were well established by the time he became a kadundor, a 

mature young man who had the right to use a broad spectrum of pigments, to affix a plumed 

crest to his hair, to become an accomplished wrestler, and to develop an active sexual life. 

One kadundor was photographed wearing a bold design (fig. 13-48). The strict geometry of 

the broad lines and triangles he has painted on his face contrasts with the organic surfaces 
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beneath. His body is covered in a spotted pattern identified with the leopards that hunted in 

the Nuba hills. Such patterns only lasted a day or two, and had to be scraped off when they 

were smeared so that new designs could be drawn. This art work was not only seen during 

festivals; it was required daily attire. 

Although other Nilo-Saharan peoples living in southern Ethiopia may still adorn their 

bodies with chalk or ocher, the men of the Nuba Mountains were once unsurpassed as body 

painters. In other regions, men and women create spectacular personal arts, but they use paint 

only sparingly, relying instead upon cloth, coiffures, and ornaments to proclaim their beauty, 

strength, and maturity. Perhaps the most striking of these multicolored body arts is still being 

created by the Maasai and related peoples of Tanzania and Kenya. 

A Maasai procession to celebrate a stage in the training of moran, or warriors, is a 

spectacular and unforgettable display (fig. 13-49). The warriors themselves wear cloths tied 

around their waists and lengths of beads around their necks and chests. Their legs are painted 

with designs in white chalk for the ceremony. Three of the men also wear distinctive fur 

headdresses. Each moran carries his shield and spear, and wears his hair in the manner of a 

warrior, with myriad tiny braids colored with ocher and gathered into triangular segments. 

Before their age-grade gained warrior status, they were not allowed to have any of these 

forms of adornment, and they will shave off their meticulously braided hair when they 

become elders and are able to marry. 

The mothers and companions of the warriors walk with them. Long oval ear ornaments 

proclaim the women’s status as mothers of moran, just as their cloaks show that they are 

married women. The two girls, whose ornaments move rhythmically as they walk, are 

bedecked with beaded collars given to them by admirers. Although they are too young to 

marry, the community is already honoring their beauty and grace. 

Many Cushitic- and Bantu-speaking peoples in this region have also developed their own 

dramatic forms of dress, possibly in response to the Maasai and other Nilo-Saharan peoples. 

Just as the Maasai define the status of both men and women through clothing, beadwork, and 

hairstyles, the daily dress of the Turkana, Cushitic-speaking pastoralists of northern Kenya, 

serves as an emblem of their identity and rank. A photograph of three Turkana women shows 

how dress articulates each stage of life (fig. 13-50). The little girl wears only a few beads 

around her neck and at her hips. Her older sister, who has entered puberty and who will soon 

marry, wears a special leather cloak embroidered with a circle of white shell beads. Girls of 

this age often carry a gourd or piece of wood encircled with beads to represent a miniature 

child. This small talisman, the equivalent of a mwana hiti (see fig. 13-15), is intended to 

ensure that she will conceive and bear a healthy child. The older woman has a much simpler 
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wrapper, but the disks on her neck beads indicate that she is a matron. 

The Turkana are camel herders, and they encounter many other peoples in their travels 

through northern Kenya and parts of southern Ethiopia. The colors of the beads the women 

wear identify them as Turkana, as docs their distinctive hairstyle, shaved on the sides and 

braided on top. The coiffure of Turkana men is much less specific, for mature men of many 

different groups in Kenya and southern Ethiopia wear a hairstyle that has been called a 

“mudpack” (fig. 13-51). The hair on the forehead is shaved to create a smooth hairline, and 

the rest of the hair is pulled back into a rounded bun. The hair is then coated with mud, which 

holds feathered ornaments in place. Such ornaments mark this man as an elder, for warriors 

are only allowed simple mudpacks, and boys have none at all. Of course, this elder is also 

proclaiming his personal sense of style, for the shell ornaments, ivory lip plug, plumed cap, 

and knotted robe combine to give him a commanding presence. 

ARTISTS OF UGANDA, TANZANIA, AND KENYA 

The British colonial authorities established colleges and universities in Nairobi, Kenya 

(where students could study architecture or art education), Dar es Salaam, Tanzania (where 

they could study theatre), and Kampala, Uganda. However, only Makerere University, in 

Kampala, has had a department of art. The establishment of this program in the 1950s was 

due to the work of a resourceful Englishwoman named Margaret Trowell, and it served as the 

vibrant artistic center of East Africa for the next two decades before the horrifying genocidal 

warfare unleashed by the dictator Idi Amin. By the very end of the twentieth century, the 

country of Uganda and the university itself were on the path to recovery, and Makerere is 

once more a vibrant cultural center. 

An influential artist who studied at Makerere was Francis Nnaggenda (born 1936), who 

still teaches there. Nnaggenda was teaching in Nairobi in 1978 when he heard rumors of 

bloodshed in his homeland in Uganda. He returned home with his family and spent the next 

decade living through a period of horror and chaos. His sculpture, War Victim, was a 

response to the violence of those times (fig. 13-52). In the words of the artist: 

“There is a large mukebu tree on the path to the school [of art at Makerere University]. 

Traditionally the mukebu is highly respected. One day, while walking home, I saw that 

somebody had burned grass against this magnificent tree, resulting in part of the trunk 

collapsing and blocking the path. I was very upset by this wanton destruction. Somehow it 

seemed so connected to the war and symbolic of the thoughtless killing of human beings. I 

rescued the burned and broken piece of wood; it became War Victim. By the way this piece is 
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not just about Uganda.” 

Theresa Musoke (born 1941) has also taught at Makerere University where she returned 

after years of exile in Nairobi. Her painting Birds is a response to the pain of her native land 

(fig. 13-53). Here, shadowy gray brown, and black shapes emerging from a bluish 

background coalesce into images of twisted, long-legged birds. These creatures do not seem 

to be simply metaphors for “death” or “hope,” but rather a direct evocation of fear and 

despair. 

Another painter of Nnaggenda’s generation who continues to play an important role in the 

development of Kenyan art is Elimo Njau. Born in Tanzania in 1932, and educated at 

Makerere, Njau is best known for his painterly, abstracted scenes (fig. 13-54). Both a teacher 

and patron of younger artists, Njau founded an art gallery, Paa Ya Paa, in a suburb of 

Nairobi, to market contemporary art. Until 1998, when it was destroyed in a fire, Paa Ya Paa 

was one of the few galleries in Kenya (and possibly on the African continent) to be owned by 

an African artist. 

Although there are limited opportunities for academic studies in art in Kenya, talented 

painters and sculptors have been able to obtain some instruction and a great deal of 

encouragement from informal networks patronized by entrepreneurs and expatriates. At the 

end of the twentieth century, non-governmental organizations and non-profit groups such as 

Kuona Trust (once sheltered by the National Museums of Kenya) and the Go-Down Art 

Center (in downtown Nairobi) have enabled artists to work together and exhibit their 

drawings, paintings, prints, sculpture, photography, and video art. 

Elsewhere in East Africa, formal art training is by no means universally accessible. While 

Madagascar has had a School of Fine Art for over a century, Malawi’s central university 

began to teach art only in the late 1960s. Those with little or no formal schooling in art have 

managed to sell their paintings in tourist markets, or on the streets. Some of the most popular 

of these artists paint in a style developed by Edward Saidi, known as Tingatinga, who died in 

1972. Tingatinga’s followers produce inexpensive, bright, playful images of birds and 

animals. Like Makonde workshops in Dar es Salaam, “Tingatinga studios” produce an 

amazing volume of very similar works (fig. 13-55). 

In eastern Africa today, most sculpture and painting is purchased by foreign clients. 

Despite attempts by artists, cultural centers, and workshops to display art where it can be seen 

by the general population, patronage of eastern Africa’s diverse contemporary art is still 

mostly limited to outsiders and to an educated elite. 
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14 Southern Africa 

SOUTH OF THE ZAMBEZI RIVER, the African landscape is a mosaic of sandy deserts, cool 

forested highlands, and broad savannahs. Hunting and gathering populations have lived in 

these diverse environments since the dawn of the human race. The images they incised and 

painted on rock surfaces are the oldest known art works on the continent, and are among the 

earliest art made by human beings. 

Hunting and gathering peoples were joined in southern Africa by Bantu-speaking 

agriculturalists and pastoralists about two thousand years ago. These immigrants, who 

brought with them the technologies of iron and pottery, were part of the great migrations that 

brought other Bantu-speaking peoples to central and eastern Africa. In southern Africa, their 

arrival stimulated the growth of new cultures. Bantu-speaking communities with stone 

terraces arose in the Limpopo River valley in the eleventh century AD; two centuries later the 

stone-walled site now known as Great Zimbabwe became an important regional capital for 

the territory between the Limpopo and Zambezi rivers. Today Bantu-speaking groups are 

numerous. Those whose arts are discussed here include the Shona, Venda, Tsonga, Tswana, 

and Sotho peoples, and some of the Nguni peoples: the Ndebele, Zulu, and Ngoni. 

Non-African immigrants first settled in southern Africa in the seventeenth century, when 

Dutch farms were established near the Cape of Good Hope. The history of these Dutch-

speaking Afrikaaners parallels that of European immigrants to North America; Afrikaaners 

founded Cape Town about the time the Dutch were settling New Amsterdam (later called 

Manhattan), and they moved into the interior of the country in covered wagons just before the 

Oregon Trail and Santa Fe Trail were drawing settlers to the American West. Battles between 

Bantu-speaking groups and the white settlers mirror those of Native American groups and 

white settlers. 

During the nineteenth century, the British laid claim to South Africa and to the territory 

they named Rhodesia (after the adventurer Cecil Rhodes). British victories over the 

Afrikaaners in the Boer War (1899–1902) resulted in new influxes of both European settlers 

and Asian workers to South Africa. Some Bantu-speaking peoples were assigned to territories 

that eventually became the semi-autonomous nations of Lesotho, Swaziland, and Botswana. 

Other African populations were removed from the lands where they had hunted or grazed 

their cattle for thousands of years, and either forced to work for white farmers or moved into 

reservations known as “homelands.” After World War II, South Africa became independent 

from Britain, and a new Afrikaanerled government established a system called apartheid. The 

laws of apartheid classified South Africans as “white,” “black,” or “colored”; non-whites 

were not allowed to live, work, eat, travel, or be educated in areas reserved for whites without 
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special permission. After decades of struggle, a new constitution brought majority rule to 

South Africa in 1994, and with it the end of apartheid. 

For the other nations of southern Africa, the late twentieth century was also a time of 

conflict. When Mozambique was finally able to win its freedom from Portugal in 1975, it 

became the last African nation to gain independence from a colonial power. The white 

minority government of Rhodesia was defeated after decades of armed resistance in 1979, 

and took the name Zimbabwe. Namibia, a former German colony administered by South 

Africa, was granted autonomy in 1990. After decades of civil war and widespread bloodshed, 

peace had begun to be established throughout the region by the beginning of the twenty-first 

century. 

ROCK ART OF SOUTHERN AND EASTERN AFRICA 

A vast array of images painted and engraved on rock surfaces have been documented across 

the southern and eastern portions of the African continent. Like the rock art forms of northern 

Africa (see chapter 1), they elicit a host of questions: Who created them, and were their artists 

the ancestors of the people living in the region today? How old are they, and how can they be 

interpreted? If they mark sacred sites, what events or states of being did they evoke? 

Earliest Images 

The earliest known works of art from the African continent were found in a rock shelter 

named Apollo 11, in the mountains of the southern Namibian desert. Here eight fragments of 

painted stone were excavated by archaeologists in a layer of organic debris dated to about 

25,000 BC. The stone fragments had not been chipped from the cave walls but rather had been 

brought into the shelter from elsewhere. 

Painted in red or black on the flat surface of each stone is the image of a single animal. 

The most mysterious of these faded beasts covers a fragment split into two halves (fig. 14-2). 

The large and bulky head has been described as leonine, but the body and legs resemble those 

of a herbivore such as an antelope. Although the animals on some of the other stones were 

drawn in outline, this animal was painted in solid black. 

Stones and pebbles painted more recently have been found in coastal caves east of Cape 

Town in South Africa. The most famous of these, the so-called Coldstream stone, was 

unearthed in Coldstream Cave, where it rested upon the shoulder of a skeleton (fig. 14-3). 

Although this stone was not scientifically excavated, similar stones have been found by 

archaeologists in levels dating from 2000 BC to the beginning of the Christian era. 

The Coldstream stone shows three human figures moving from right to left. Each is 

formed of a series of long, sinuous ovals surrounded by an outline. The tallest figure, with a 

red cockscomb-like projection on his head, raises an arm over the head of the central figure, 
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who has a pouch over one shoulder and holds two objects in his tiny hands. Red lines streak 

the face of the smallest figure. Although the gestures of all three seem free and spontaneous 

to us, these clearly defined poses may have had a precise meaning. 

A rhythmic painted scene from the wall of a cave in the Tsisab Gorge, in the Brandberg 

Mountains of central Namibia, may also have been painted as early as 2000 BC. It depicts a 

dozen elaborately ornamented figures marching or dancing in a long procession (fig. 14-4). 

Designs painted on or near the figures may either depict physical adornment and material 

objects, or refer to a spiritual state. For example, rows of white dots at the knees, ankles, and 

hair of the largest figure shown here could depict ostrich eggshell beads, which have a long 

history in the region, or they could be references to supernatural power. 

Incised images are also found on exposed rock surfaces throughout southern and eastern 

Africa. Because such images are rarely associated with a covering of organic debris, they 

cannot be dated. A notable exception is a fragment found at a site called Wonderwerk Cave, 

in the central mountainous region of South Africa, which was deposited in a layer of datable 

debris dating back over 10,000 years. Many of these carved boulders are covered with 

roughly cut parallel grooves, swirling in geometric or organic patterns. Some scholars believe 

that these concentric lines form entopic images, replicas of hallucinations experienced in 

trances or other altered mental states. 

Although most incised or carved rock art from southern Africa consists of such abstract 

patterns, highly naturalistic engravings depicting animals have been found. Some, defined by 

continuous outlines, resemble Large Wild Fauna images from the Sahara (see fig. 1-2). 

Others consist of solid shapes scraped into the rock surface. One of the most beautiful of 

these is a depiction of an eland, a large antelope (fig. 14-5). The artist has carved away the 

surface in subtle negative relief, leaving low ridges to define the animal’s haunches and 

nostrils, and the markings around its eye. The pose has been sensitively observed and 

carefully replicated, especially in the legs and the position of the head. 

Zimbabwe 

North of South Africa, in the highland regions of Zimbabwe and central Mozambique, 

painted images adorn the overhanging stone surfaces that sheltered early hunters and 

gatherers. Since they rarely depict domesticated animals they are assumed to have been 

created prior to the arrival of herders and farmers about two thousand years ago. Future 

archaeological work may be able to date some paintings more scientifically; a recent 

excavation of a rock shelter in Zimbabwe uncovered flakes of painted surfaces that had fallen 

into layers of debris dating between 13,000 and 8000 BC. 

A group of images on a concave rock surface from the Matobo (Matopos) Hills of 
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southwestern Zimbabwe is typical of the style and the content of rock art from this region 

(fig. 14-6). The prominent giraffe at the top of the composition and the smaller giraffes below 

are joined by a zebra on the right and a spindly anthropomorphic being on the left. The 

smaller giraffes move through a series of large joined oval shapes, seen frequently in the 

paintings of the Matobo Hills. Some of the ovals are bright, hard-edged, and distinct, while 

others merge with surrounding forms. Perhaps these shapes refer to a type of aura, a spiritual 

force radiating from the wild animals—or from the land itself. 

Images in a painted shelter near Rusape in northeastern Zimbabwe show several 

fascinating variations upon the human form (fig. 14-7). The focus of the scene is a recumbent 

figure with a wedge-shaped chest, elongated torso, serpentine arms, and an extraordinary 

head shaped and marked like the muzzle of the sable, a swift antelope. A long curved line 

extends from the figure’s penis, ending in a tassel-like shape below him. Although the figure 

is lying down, his head is lifted and the arms and legs are raised in active gestures. Its dark 

surface is covered with white dots, and some of this dappled area sags downward under the 

edges of the body. Some of the smaller surrounding figures also appear to have antelope-like 

markings on their faces. This mysterious scene embodies the beliefs of populations who 

disappeared over a thousand years ago; interpreting its meaning today is thus almost 

impossible. 

Eastern Africa 

North and northeast of the Zambezi River, rock art is even more varied than it is in southern 

Africa. It is included here (rather than in the previous chapter) because the makers of the 

oldest examples of rock art appear to have shared the hunting and gathering lives of southern 

African peoples. However, some eastern African rock art is quite recent, and farmers may 

still gather in painted caves and rock shelters for initiations, rainmaking, and the ceremonial 

distribution of meat. Other farmers and pastoralists scrape bits of paint from ancient rock art 

for use in rainmaking ceremonies. 

On the walls of rock shelters at the site of Kolo, in the hills of central Tanzania, elongated 

figures were painted in what has been called the Kolo style (fig. 14-8). Stone arrowheads in 

debris layers on the shelter floors date from 8000 BC to the beginning of the Christian era, and 

the Kolo style paintings were evidently also produced during this long interval. The striking 

linear figures are composed of long streaks of paint, their strange heads resembling the 

striped wings of a moth or butterfly. While the figures shown were painted vertically on the 

rock face, others are stacked horizontally. 

The Kolo paintings are located near the homelands of the Sandawe and Hadza non-Bantu 

populations, who were semi-nomadic hunters until the twentieth century. Sandawe and Hadza 
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men may still paint images of animals as they prepare for a hunt or celebrate a kill, though 

their work is much more rudimentary than the Kolo paintings. While these modern peoples 

cannot be easily linked to painters who lived over two thousand years ago, they do seem to be 

keeping alive an ancient tradition. 

The Drakensberg Mountains 

Establishing relationships between living peoples and the ancient rock art of southern Africa 

is also problematic, especially when we consider the painted images of the Drakensberg 

Mountains, which separate the southeastern coast of South Africa from the high plains of the 

interior. Even though evidence suggests that at least some of the evocative scenes must be 

thousands of years of old, scholars now generally link them with the San peoples. 

San is a generic term used to describe a variety of hunting and gathering populations that 

were living throughout southern Africa when Europeans first arrived. San groups could be 

found in the Drakensberg until they suffered genocide at the hands of Afrikaaner pioneers in 

the late nineteenth century, and nineteenth-century accounts of these Drakensberg San yield 

some information about their rock art. Men and women from another extinct San group, 

living south of the Drakensberg, also shared important information with two early 

ethnographers in the late nineteenth century. Most of our knowledge of the San, however, 

comes from groups such as the !Kung, who lived until recently in the inhospitable Kalahari 

Desert. Even though the !Kung and other Kalahari San do not paint or engrave rocks (and 

may never have done so), their religious beliefs appear to be similar to those of the extinct 

San who once painted the rock shelters of the Drakensberg. 

A painting from Fetcani Glen, one of the sites in the southernmost mountains of the 

Drakensberg (fig. 14-9), shows how this rock art may be linked to accounts of San 

spirituality. The figures appear to be circling the walls in a healing dance, just as !Kung men 

and women dance today to cure an ailing person, or to cleanse and rejuvenate a community. 

During these dances, spiritually gifted !Kung feel a supernatural power called n/um boiling 

up within them. They may tremble, sweat, salivate, and collapse, and they need to be 

supported by the other dancers. In other San groups, the same type of altered state would 

trigger nosebleeds. N/um is in the sweat of the affected !Kung, and can anoint a sick patient 

or the families who have gathered for the dance. The dancer at the left of the scene from 

Fetcani Glen may be either a patient or a man in a trance, while the figure bending over him 

could be shedding n/um in his nasal blood in order to heal or soothe the fallen figure. 

The heads of the figures are enigmatic, and seem to combine human and animal features. 

Spiritual assistance from a species of animal gives a gifted !Kung person the possibility to 

enter a trance state, and the animal-like heads depicted here could acknowledge the link 
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between the human dancer and the source of his or her abilities to enter a trance. They may 

also more literally depict humans wearing headdresses with feathers, horns, or animal ears 

attached. In some San groups, dancers once wore such caps to strengthen ties with their 

animal helpers, heightening their ability to harness n/um. 

Perhaps the most beautiful paintings from the Drakensberg are the magnificent 

polychrome depictions of eland (fig. 14-10). We can respond to the soft, full volumes and 

delicately shaded color. We can appreciate the attention the artist has lavished on the 

animals’ varied poses and individual characteristics. However, our aesthetic enjoyment 

cannot match the wealth of ideas and emotions the San originally brought to this painting. For 

these highland hunters, the eland was associated with a sacred past, with sexuality and 

fertility, with spiritual transformation and power, and with joy and beauty. 

The painting shown here may have honored the god-like trickster and creator, /Kaggen. 

Qing, one of the last of the Drakensberg San, told an interviewer that the eland was the 

animal beloved by /Kaggen. When asked where /Kaggen is, he replied, “We don’t know, but 

the elands do. Have you not hunted and heard his cry, when the elands suddenly start and run 

to his call? Where he is, elands are in droves like cattle.” 

In the past, a San hunter presented an eland to his father-in-law when he married, and the 

!Kung still say the proper killing of an eland makes a boy into a man. !Kung girls who are

announcing their first menstruation anoint their families with fragrant fat from an eland. The 

girls are then the central figures in an eland dance performed by women, which celebrates the 

sexual receptivity of female eland, and of the girl herself. Eland thus remind San men and 

women of important stages in their social and sexual lives. 

The lines flowing from the nostrils of the eland, and the tiny, flying human figures 

scampering above and around them, can be linked to San experiences of trance states. When 

an eland is mortally wounded by a poisoned arrow, the hair on its neck will rise, and it will 

stumble, as may be seen clearly in the painting. Some of the dying eland in this scene are 

bleeding from the nose, trembling, and gasping for breath. Similar physical symptoms are 

experienced by dancers filled with n/um. !Kung dancers say that this trance state is like 

floating or swimming underwater, or like the death of the eland itself. The painting may thus 

refer to a type of spiritual ecstasy joining dancers to sacrificial elands. 

No one asked San painters why they placed these images in rock shelters. We do know 

that the process of making these art forms was complex and that it apparently involved the 

manipulation of supernatural power. For example, one account states that women heated the 

red ocher used as a pigment over a fire by moonlight, and that the artist mixed it with eland 

blood. Perhaps the images were intended to strengthen the visions and the curative abilities of 
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the “owners of power” or the rain masters who painted them. Perhaps they allowed an artist 

or a group of dancers to pour out or contain supernatural power in a particular place so that it 

could be drawn upon in the future. At the very least, these masterpieces of rock art must have 

allowed ancient peoples to celebrate and relive events of intense spiritual experience. 

Yet some paintings from the Drakensberg may be narrative references to past events, 

rather than images connected to trance states. A few show large figures with spears, probably 

Bantu-speaking neighbors of the San. In others, Afrikaaner pioneers appear, including men in 

floppy hats, and women in sunbonnets and long skirts. In paintings of the nineteenth century, 

British soldiers fire their guns and kill eland, while Afrikaaners fire their guns and kill the 

San. The last artist to paint in the rock shelters of the Drakensberg Mountains was shot in the 

late nineteenth century by British soldiers; on his corpse they found containers of paint. 

EARLY ART OF BANTU SPEAKERS 

The arrival of Bantu-speaking peoples in the region around the beginning of the Christian era 

led to the formation of new cultures that forged metals and fired clay. The earliest works of 

art now known from these new cultures are the seven Lydenburg heads, named for the South 

African site where they were found. The heads had been buried together in a pit around the 

sixth century AD. The largest of these hollow terracotta sculptures could have covered a 

human head and neck (fig. 14-11). The white pigment that appears to have once covered it 

has now disappeared, while a small animal-like form on the top of the head is damaged and 

difficult to identify. 

A few centuries after the Lydenburg heads were sculpted, a series of towns arose along 

the stretch of the Limpopo valley dividing the present-day nations of South Africa and 

Zimbabwe. Cattle were important in the economy of this region, and archaeologists have 

found hundreds of small clay models of vaguely bovine and anthropomorphic creatures at 

these sites. 

The richest of the Limpopo valley sites was a hilltop site called Mapungubwe, which 

flourished during the eleventh and twelfth centuries AD. A small rhinoceros made of sheets of 

gold comes from one of the burials excavated at Mapungubwe (fig. 14-12). Originally 

attached to a wooden core, the metal plates evoke the armored look of a rhinoceros, and the 

head seems to be lowered in that animal’s dangerous charge. Although the function of this art 

work is unknown, a charging rhinoceros would have been an appropriate emblem or 

metaphor for a powerful leader. 

The Shona and Great Zimbabwe 
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The gold for the Mapungubwe rhinoceros undoubtedly originated in the granite hills of the 

highlands north of the Limpopo, in southern Zimbabwe, the homeland of a people now 

known as the Shona. From the thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries AD, one early Shona group 

living along the southeastern edge of the highlands constructed a capital that has become the 

most famous of all southern African ruins. Today we know this site as Great Zimbabwe. 

The Shona word zimbahwe or zimbabwe originally seems to have referred to either a 

judicial center or a royal palace; it was the equivalent of the English word “court.” Shona 

now use the word to describe any of the 150 to 200 stone ruins found in their homeland, of 

which Great Zimbabwe is the largest (see fig. 14-15). 

Great Zimbabwe can be divided into three distinct sections (fig. 14-13). The oldest, called 

the Hill Ruin, is built on a rocky hilltop overlooking the other sites laid out in the rocky plain 

below. The Hill Ruin incorporates an extraordinary natural feature, a cave whose walls act as 

a huge megaphone projecting any sound out toward the valley. The second section, the 

imposing monument known as the Great Enclosure, is less than a mile away. Its ruined 

structures are encircled by a single stone wall 292 feet in diameter. The third section, the 

Valley Ruins, includes the remnants of low stone walls scattered across the valley floor 

between the Great Enclosure and the paths leading up to the Hill Ruin. All the stone walls at 

Great Zimbabwe were constructed of pieces of granite that had been hewn and split from 

local outcrops. Although no mortar was used in these walls, they often adjoined clay 

structures, or encircled buildings made of clay and thatch. 

The Hill Ruin was constructed around AD 1250. Smooth stone blocks were laid in 

irregular courses to form walls between (and sometimes over) the huge boulders of the 

hilltop. The walls create irregular compartments and narrow winding passages, some leading 

to a lookout area above or to the cave below (which is still a sacred site). Two walled 

enclosures in the Hill Ruin once had floors of polished clay. The largest of these is 

surrounded by 30-foot-high walls surmounted by small cylindrical towers, or turrets, and 

monoliths. In both enclosures stone platforms once supported monoliths carved with 

geometric patterns. Seven of these stone pillars culminated in the image of a large bird. 

Probably begun over a century after the Hill Ruin, the Great Enclosure was completed 

prior to AD 1450 (figs. 14-14, 14-15). Its tapered surrounding wall, about 20 feet high along 

the northern and western sides, rises to some 32 feet along the south and east. Turrets and 

monoliths rise above it in places, mirroring those crowning the Hill Ruin. Along the top of 

the wall, a layer of granite blocks laid against one another in opposing diagonals forms a 

double row of chevrons, barely visible at the far left of figure 14-15. 

Within the Great Enclosure are smaller walled areas and a narrow, canyon-like 
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passageway formed by the gap between the outer enclosing wall and a curved inner wall. At 

the end of the passage are two solid stone towers built of regularly coursed granite blocks and 

resembling Shona granaries in form. The large tower is now about 30 feet tall (fig. 14-16). 

Near the large tower was a doorway in the inner wall, leading to a space dominated by a 

stepped, clay-covered stone platform 25 feet in width. This platform seems to have once 

displayed small soapstone phalli-form carvings or simple carved cones with female breasts. 

The wall near the platform is marked by several bands of dark stone, perhaps meant to evoke 

zebra stripes, for zebras appear on soapstone bowls taken from Great Zimbabwe and seem to 

have had symbolic importance there. 

The Valley Ruins, the third section of Great Zimbabwe, contain a variety of different 

structures. In one building a cache of porcelain from China and thousands of beads from 

southeastern Asia were found, indicating that Great Zimbabwe was trading with Swahili 

merchants on the East African coast (see chapter 13). Copper ingots and double gongs of iron 

tie the city to important centers on the Zambezi River as well as to Central African kingdoms 

located a thousand miles to the north (see chapter 12). In one walled ruin, a stepped platform 

was found next to a small conical structure of solid stone. Into this base was fixed a soapstone 

monolith about five feet tall. On the top of the monolith was carved the most forceful and 

striking of all the soapstone birds found at Great Zimbabwe (fig. 14-17). 

This is obviously a bird of prey, whose rounded volumes suggest tense muscles. The 

sculptor has shortened the raptor’s wings and extended its legs to create a tightly interlocking 

triangular composition. The image combines human and avian features; the legs are muscled 

from thigh to toe, and the feet end in fingers or toes rather than talons. The top of the 

monolith was damaged, and we do not know whether the bird’s curved beak once had the 

human lips found on some of the other soapstone birds from Great Zimbabwe. 

The anthropomorphic aspects of the soapstone birds suggest that they are symbolic 

images of the Shona kings who ruled at Great Zimbabwe. For the past few centuries, eagles 

and other raptors have been associated with Shona rulers. Fish eagles live on the rocks above 

sacred pools and holy caves, just as Shona kings once lived on hilltops and made sacrifices to 

their royal ancestors in the depths of the earth and in deep pools. High-flying eagles touch 

both heaven and earth, just as royal ancestors intercede with God in the sky above for the 

living on the earth below. Like lightning, the flight of an eagle is believed to stitch together 

heaven and earth in a zigzag pattern and to announce the arrival of rain. Rain-bringing birds 

recall the priestly roles of Shona kings, who like many other southern African and eastern 

African rulers, are expected to intercede with their ancestors to bring rain to their people. 

Up the front of the monolith climbs a slim crocodile with notched teeth. Crocodiles are 
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associated with kings in several southern African cultures, for they are deadly and 

mysterious, and they live in the deep pools sacred to royal ancestors. Below the bird are 

several incised circles, with two circular “eyes” on each side; these may be references to the 

eyes of the crocodile. The round shapes are placed above a band of chevrons. This pattern, 

which also appears on the walls of Great Zimbabwe (see fig. 14-15) and other Shona stone 

enclosures (see fig. 14-18), seems to symbolize the eagle’s flight, the linking of sky and 

earth, the power of lightning, and the gift of rain. 

While interpretations of the function of the Valley Ruins are somewhat speculative, 

studies of the Great Enclosure are particularly controversial. Archaeologists note that the 

Great Enclosure and the Hill Ruin share so many physical features that the large site on the 

valley floor may be a later version of the hilltop site, possibly built to accommodate an 

expanded population during important civic and religious activities. An alternative (and 

controversial) interpretation suggests that the Great Enclosure may have been an initiation 

camp. Among the Venda and other neighbors of the Shona, modern rulers sponsor puberty 

ceremonies, initiations preparing young women and some young men for marriage. Ordeals 

and celebrations connected with these periods of seclusion and instruction take place in 

circular courtyards that are similar in form to the Great Enclosure, but made of wooden posts 

rather than stone. The small soapstone images from the Great Enclosure are similar to clay 

and wooden objects used today as part of the instruction that young women receive. The 

conical towers and other features of the Great Enclosure may have been sexual symbols 

connected with initiation. 

The last walls erected at Great Zimbabwe were low and roughly built. By 1500, the city 

was no longer a political and economic center, and successor states had arisen to the northeast 

and southwest. One important Shona kingdom, Torwa, was based in Khami, almost two 

hundred miles west of Great Zimbabwe. Objects found at Khami include a seated male figure 

carved at the tip of an elephant’s tusk, and a pair of small ivory leopards on a base marked 

with a chevron. 

Another site, Naletale, was occupied during the seventeenth century by Shona rulers of 

the Changamire dynasty. The stone-faced earthen terraces of this hill site were ornamented 

with a variety of patterns (fig. 14-18). These include rows of chevrons, dark stripes, zipper-

like herringbone motifs, and checkerboards. Chevrons may refer again to lightning, the flight 

of eagles, and the ties between the king and his ancestors. Checkerboard patterns perhaps 

evoke the scales of the king-like crocodile, while the zebra stripes recall those near the 

conical tower of the Great Enclosure at Zimbabwe. 

Although stone and metal objects have been found at sites such as Mapungubwe, Great 
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Zimbabwe, and Khami, most three-dimensional works made in southern Africa today are 

sculpted from clay or wood. Thus two stone heads unearthed near the South African town of 

Kimberly, some two hundred miles south of the Limpopo River, appear to be linked to older 

stone-carving traditions. The head shown here was uncovered when the Afrikaaner defenders 

of the town were digging fortifications during the Boer War (fig. 14-19). The other was found 

recently by archaeologists in a burial dated to the mid-seventeenth century. Since it had not 

been placed upon the grave as a marker, but rather was buried with the deceased, it was 

probably the deceased’s personal possession. Both heads are almost life-size and hauntingly 

naturalistic. Like the ceramic heads from Lydenburg, they are complete works in themselves, 

and not fragments of a larger figure. 

RECENT ART OF THE SHONA AND THEIR NEIGHBORS 

The stone heads and eagles described above undoubtedly had important religious associations 

for southern African peoples and had no functions other than to be displayed. During the 

twentieth century, however, most sacred art forms from southern Africa combined both 

practical and religious uses. While invoking spiritual forces, they may be used as containers, 

clothing, furniture, or weapons. 

Art and Ancestors 

The shallow wooden bowl shown here, from the royal court of the Venda people of South 

Africa, was used by the king’s advisors to determine the guilt or innocence of someone 

accused of a particularly serious offence. The images carved on the bowl’s rim and inner 

surface (fig. 14-20) refer variously to clan, gender, and social rank. A diviner filled the bowl 

with water and floated grains of corn on the surface until they either touched symbols on the 

rim or sank to rest upon the images below. The combination of references touched by the 

corn identified the person responsible for the crime. 

A central mound in the middle of the bowl is said to represent the sacred hilltop where the 

king lives, and the crocodile barely visible on the bottom of the bowl is, as in Shona thought, 

a metaphor for the king himself. The abstract designs on the reverse side of the bowl are 

linked to the crocodile and to the python, an animal identified with female fertility. The entire 

bowl can be seen as a reconstruction of a sacred lake inhabited by the soul of a legendary 

royal ancestor. As a royal heirloom, this object allowed the Venda ruler to draw upon the 

vision and wisdom of the ancestors in dispensing justice to his living subjects. 

The ceremonial axes of the Shona, the Venda, and the Thonga, although rarely used in 

combat, are further examples of functional objects with great religious content. Made both 

north and south of the Limpopo River, the two examples shown here display imagery seen on 

many daggers and ritual weapons from the region (fig. 14-21). The example on the right is 
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adorned with a carved stack of calabashes or bowls, containers used for sacrifices made to the 

ancestors. To reinforce these references to the importance of women in ancestral ceremonies 

(for women prepare and store sacred libations), two conical breasts appear on the handle. The 

example on the left acknowledges both the past and the present by setting the ancient form of 

the axe blade on a handle in the shape of a rifle. During the Chimurenga, the uprising against 

minority rule that led to the new nation of Zimbabwe, Shona diviners and leaders 

commissioned sacred axes whose handles took the form of the weapons used in the conflict. 

Although both the divination bowl and the battle-axes were primarily ceremonial, other 

objects with sacred powers were used in daily life. An example of this duality is seen in 

headrests, the small wooden platforms that until recently served as pillows, supporting the 

head of a person lying on his or her side. Headrests were believed to absorb some part of their 

owners, since they were rubbed with oils from the sleepers’ heads, and to bring men dreams 

that communicated messages from the ancestors. At a man’s death, his headrests were often 

buried with him. However, they were sometimes kept by his heirs as a sacred link to the 

ancestral world. 

A headrest sculpted in Zimbabwe displays features typical of Shona work (fig. 14-22). It 

features a sloping base, a curved support for the head, and a flat central portion covered with 

grooved patterns known as nyora (the word also used to describe the raised ridges of 

scarification once worn by women). The triangular or chevron patterns, recalling the 

architectural ornaments of Great Zimbabwe, are common on Shona headrests. 

The explicit female imagery of this work is extraordinary. Central conical forms replace 

the flat concentric circles of other Shona headrests. Circular motifs are usually described as 

ripples in pools, or shell ornaments, or as the eyes of a crocodile, but the shapes here are 

obviously female breasts. The shapes at the base of the headrest are clear depictions of the 

pubic triangle and the upper thighs. 

The Tsonga and Chopi, neighbors of the Shona and Venda who live in Mozambique and 

South Africa, are renowned for the stylistic variety of their headrests. Although some 

headrests sculpted by their artists are given ears, breasts, or feet, most Tsonga and Chopi 

works seem to be simply celebrations of formal beauty. The example shown here, with its 

multiple supports and contrasts of organic and geometric shapes, includes an abstracted 

image of an animal (fig. 14-23). 

Initiations and Related Art 

References to ancestral powers, royal authority, and gender also occur in the initiations held 

by the Venda, the Tsonga, the Chopi, and the northern Sotho. Training periods for boys and 

girls and ceremonies inducting members into select groups of citizens have incorporated 
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many visual displays. Old photographs show how spectacular some of these transformations 

could be. The example shown here is said to record a pair of Venda initiates (fig. 14-24), 

while other photographs document similar masquerades among northern Sotho peoples such 

as the Lobedu and the Pedi. Evidently these constructions of reeds and feathers disguised 

men who had joined an elite association sponsored by their queen or king, and in some areas 

they evidently appeared during girl’s initiations. The reeds hiding the masqueraders’ heads 

resemble the reed masks worn by Sotho girls today in their initiation ceremonies, masks that 

evoke myths of creation and possibly allude to human dwellings. This photograph suggests 

that mysterious substances were placed in the headdresses of the Venda initiates, and it shows 

one of these dancers carrying a ceremonial iron axe similar to those illustrated in fig. 14-21. 

Among the groups mentioned above, just as among eastern African peoples such as the 

Maravi (see fig. 13-31), initiations preparing young women or men for marriage use figures 

and objects modeled of clay or carved of wood to illustrate the lessons and symbolize the 

concepts taught by the preceptors. Clay objects are often made by women and are normally 

destroyed after the initiation is completed. Wooden pieces, however, are purchased or rented 

from a male sculptor, and may be used repeatedly. 

A bearded male figure wearing a beaded necklace may originally have been carved for 

one of these initiations (fig. 14-25). The beard and the ring encircling the head imply that he 

is a trained warrior and a married man. This figure would have played the role of a specific 

character during the numerous theatrical presentations of an initiatory school, plays that 

taught young men and women moral precepts. 

Figures such as this were clothed for performances. Today initiation figures are often 

carved fully dressed. The carved and painted matano (a name taken from the verb “to show”) 

shown here were created in 1973 for a domba, a training session primarily for girls, in a 

Venda community in South Africa (fig. 14-26). They include a goat-like animal, a round 

dwelling, a female figure dressed in beads and wrapper, and a female figure wearing a 

modern dress with her old-fashioned brass anklets. It is instructive to compare the bearded 

Venda gentleman in blue jeans and a long-sleeved shirt to his Tsonga predecessor. The 

stance, the proportions, and the use of shiny surfaces have changed little, even if the type of 

clothing and the colors are quite different. 

Several sculptors living in communities of the Venda, Tsonga, and related peoples seem 

to have drawn upon these images while creating works for new patrons and new settings. For 

example, the first figures sculpted by Tsonga artist Johannes Maswanganyi (born 1948) were 

of unpainted wood and resembled the characters featured in initiations. He then turned to 

carving portraits of South African celebrities and politicians, which he paints with high gloss 
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enamel paints. His portrait of Professor Hudson Ntswaniwisi is more pensive than his other 

works, presenting a thoughtful man in jacket and tie (fig. 14-27). Despite the specificity of 

Professor Ntswaniwisi’s portrait, its techniques and proportions have much in common with 

the male initiation figures discussed above. Although Maswanganyi and other sculptors now 

sell their work to white collectors and foreigners as well as to local leaders, their figures and 

groups of figures include the strong didactic and theatrical elements of sculpture made for 

domba. 

The career of Noria Mabasa (born 1938), a Venda artist, differs in several ways from that 

of Maswanganyi and other male sculptors from rural areas of South Africa. She once 

modeled statues to stand against the walls of the forecourt of her home, a practice shared by 

other women in the region. In response to a dream or vision she began to make freestanding 

figures of policemen and Afrikaaner pioneers for sale to white South Africans and foreigners. 

These small painted images of clay did not resemble the rough clay objects occasionally 

made by Venda and northern Sotho women for female initiations, but were much closer in 

style to the wooden figures carved by men. 

After she had achieved critical and some financial success with these appealing clay 

figures, Mabasa had another spiritual crisis leading her to take up the tools usually reserved 

for male carvers. Her large, haunting sculpture Carnage II (fig. 14-28) was inspired by 

television coverage of a flood whose victims were attacked by crocodiles. Mabasa’s work of 

the last two decades shares some features with the wooden sculpture of preacher and mystic 

Jackson Hlungwani (born c. 1923). The intense spirituality expressed in the work of both 

artists has attracted viewers in South African and abroad. 

ARTS OF THE SOTHO AND THE NGUNI 

In southern Africa the practice of carving freestanding wooden figures is confined largely to 

the Tsonga, the Chopi, and the northern Sotho. Sculptors in other Bantu-speaking areas of the 

region have created masterful objects that might refer to or incorporate anthropomorphic or 

zoomorphic forms, yet these works are overshadowed by the ceramic arts, beadwork, and 

architecture of the Sotho, Tswana, and Nguni peoples. 

Art and Leadership among the Sotho and the Tswana 

Ornamental clubs or staffs once owned by warriors, royalty, and other leaders of Nguni, 

Sotho, and Tswana groups were usually carved and polished into elegant abstract shapes. The 

extraordinary staff shown in figure 14-29, however, is embellished by an attached figure 

representing its owner, an important northern Sotho leader. The surfaces of the staff are 

particularly fluid and elongated, and the tactile pleasure the owner must have felt when 

grasping the staff is evident even in the photograph. 
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Other items associated with leadership are ornamented with references to cattle. The 

smooth upward curves of a southern Sotho snuff container carved from a cattle horn are 

repeated in its stopper, which takes the form of a bull’s head (fig. 14-30). Although the form 

is quite unusual, many snuff containers are made of horn rather than wood. Others are 

modeled of a paste made from bits of hide and flesh from a cow sacrificed to an ancestor. 

Among the Sotho, Tswana, and Nguni peoples, references to cattle in such an object 

evoke ideas concerning kingship. On a mystical level, a king may be incarnated in a black 

bull for memorial ceremonies. On a practical level, he distributes cattle from his personal 

herds to faithful subjects. Without gifts of cattle, offered to them by a king or other elder, 

young men cannot marry. Thus when kings and other leaders distribute snuff from such a 

container, they remind onlookers of their generosity. 

Cattle are also linked to ancestors, for a man inherits the herds of his forefathers. He 

himself was conceived in a marriage marked by a gift of cattle to the bride’s family, and his 

birth was a sign of ancestral approval of his parents’ union. Snuff is offered by men as a 

sacrifice to ancestors and may allow diviners to become possessed by the spirits of the dead. 

Thus both the form and the contents of this object have a spiritual dimension. 

Nguni Beadwork 

References to ancestral blessings and social rank also appear in the spectacular body arts of 

the Nguni peoples. Although in most areas of southern Africa ceremonial dress has changed 

dramatically over the course of the twentieth century, many Nguni-speaking peoples have 

tenaciously retained the forms and the meanings of earlier practice. 

An early nineteenth-century lithograph records the appearance of a warrior named 

Utimuni (fig. 14-31), a nephew of the famous Zulu king Shaka (ruled c. 1818–28). Utimuni 

wore a short beard and an elaborate feather headdress. His circular head-ring proclaimed his 

right to marry, a privilege bestowed by Shaka himself. An ivory snuff spoon was tucked next 

to a clump of blue feathers on his head, and a veil of beads was suspended at the side of his 

face. He wore a beaded necklace, and bands of beads crossed over his chest. A kilt made of 

animal skins hung from his hips. Many of these items are still worn by Nguni men as a sign 

of ethnic pride and allegiance to the moral values of the past when they attend ceremonies at 

the courts of kings or participate in church festivals. 

Young Zulu women photographed in front of their home during the late nineteenth 

century wore several beaded squares or bands of beads around their necks (see fig. 14-38). 

They had probably given similar items of beadwork to young male friends and relatives, and 

some of the colors and patterns of the beads may have conveyed messages. Young people 

still wear these beadwork panels on special occasions, now usually attached to dresses or 
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shirts. For weddings, initiations, royal festivals, and other conservative gatherings, however, 

modest Zulu maidens remove imported garments. As was the case with the unmarried girls in 

the photograph, their aprons and beadwork leave their breasts and thighs exposed, for the 

beauty of their young bodies is believed to reflect the beauty of their character. 

Another nineteenth-century photograph shows two Nguni women wearing the hairstyles 

of married women (fig. 14-32). Their leather aprons were made to protect them during 

pregnancy and lactation. The crescent shape in the center of the apron may refer to horns, 

while the many metal studs filling the square panels at the bottom of the aprons probably 

represented the motif inelegantly called amasumpa, warts; it symbolizes herds of cattle. Rural 

Zulu women still wear beaded versions of these garments. The leather for the apron is taken 

from a cow slaughtered by the expectant mother’s husband as a sacrifice to his ancestors, and 

it serves to underscore the role of cattle in marriage and procreation. 

Today married women in rural communities in South Africa cover their shoulders with a 

blanket or shawl. Shawls of Zulu women are adorned with beads. A dazzling shawl rich in 

reds and greens was photographed on a young Zulu woman living near the Lesotho border 

(fig. 14-33). The letters appearing in the design seem to have been used purely as visual 

elements. 

The ornaments worn by the Zulu woman in figure 14-1 mingle red, green, white, black, 

and dark blue, a color scheme called umzansi. What strikes us in this photograph, however, is 

not so much the beauty of the beaded neckrings, vinyl earplugs, and woven cap as objects, 

but rather the masterful arrangement of colors and shapes around the woman’s face. 

IMAGES IN CLOTH-WOMEN’S WORKSHOPS 

In the impoverished area of the former Zulu homeland known as the Valley of a Thousand 

Hills, women have turned their skills as beadworkers and seamstresses to commercial 

advantage. In the late 1970s, women from several Zulu families began to stitch small soft 

sculptures of fabric and beads for sale in a craft cooperative begun as an outreach program by 

a white South African cultural organization. While many pieces created by the women were 

quite decorative, their beaded helicopters were grim commentaries on the South African 

police state, and tiny beaded coffins holding babies told of their hard lives. 

Craft cooperatives have been launched in other areas of southern Africa as well. Most, 

like those of the Zulu beadworkers, employ members of a single ethnic group. For example, 

the Kuru Trust in Botswana has provided painting materials for displaced San men and 

women now living in refugee camps, while the Weya cooperative was organized for Shona 

women in rural Zimbabwe. However, the work illustrated here (fig. 14-34) was produced by 

Rose Kgoete for the Mapula Embroidery Project, serving a multi-ethnic community in the 
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Winterveld region (the former Bophathatswana “homeland”) in South Africa. 

Almost all of these workshops are administered by white South Africans or by foreign aid 

workers as sustainable development programs, and the products of the workshops are 

marketed to outsiders rather than to locals. The Mapula Project, while allowing women to 

support themselves and their families, also allows the artists to share their lives with a much 

wider world. As in other workshops, women are encouraged to produce works whose subject 

matter, such as AIDS, domestic violence, and alcoholism, would normally not be discussed in 

public. Here Kgoete asks the President of South Africa, Thabo Mbeki, to pay attention to the 

overwhelming social and economic problems of her community, as if she were able to 

address him in person. 

Kgoete had received no training in Western art traditions prior to coming to the Mapula 

Project. In fact, in her rural community she had not been exposed to the photographs, 

paintings, figurative sculpture, film, and video so prevalent in urban centers. Her finished 

work is quite remarkable considering both her lack of experience with a variety of visual 

imagery and the difficulties she faced in composing a narrative scene with a needle, thread, 

and imported embroidery techniques. 

Nguni Arts of Daily Life 

Just as sewn and beaded garments may reflect complex ideas as well as aesthetic tastes, 

Nguni household objects carved of wood or molded from clay often carry rich conceptual 

associations. As is true for other southern African peoples, art works used in daily life by 

Nguni peoples may also be imbued with ancestral power or linked to sacred forces. 

Sensuous sexual references are evident in a wooden spoon once used by a Nguni elder to 

distribute food (fig. 14-35). Its elegance leads us to believe that it was a prestige object, 

possibly given to a man by the family of the bride-to-be at a stage in the wedding 

transactions. With a series of subtle curves the handle of the spoon evokes an elongated 

female torso, and the bowl of the spoon, a head. 

Rectangular panels of tiny raised dots on the figural portion of the spoon have been 

interpreted as the amasumpa “herd of cattle” motif seen previously on the pregnancy apron 

(see fig. 14-32). This motif was first used by sculptors working at the Zulu royal courts in the 

nineteenth century and was associated with kingship. Cattle imagery also appears in the 

headrests sculpted for important men in Nguni cultures. A typical example of a headrest in 

the abstracted shape of a bull could have been created by any Nguni group in southern Africa, 

but comes instead from the Ngoni people of northern Malawi or southern Tanzania (fig. 14-

36). The Ngoni are an Nguni group who fled from the wrath of Shaka, finally settling in 

eastern Africa. This headrest was given by a woman to her husband upon her marriage and 
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incorporates many of the references to virility and fertility mentioned in the discussions 

above. 

Similar references to cattle appear on a thin-walled black vessel for beer with amasumpa 

panels (fig. 14-37). References to cattle on beer vessels invoke ancestors, who are believed to 

guide and bless the living. In most southern African families, the senior woman in a 

household stacks beer vessels on a special platform at the rear of her home, and her husband 

or son comes to this area to pour libations of beer to his forefathers. 

The ceramic pot is clearly associated with the female body. In some regions, brewing beer 

is said to be similar to the process of pregnancy. The amasumpa patterns on this vessel may 

have been similar to the scarification worn by the woman who once owned it. The lid for this 

vessel seems to have replaced an earlier cover made of woven grass. It is woven of plastic-

covered wire, a medium well suited to these intricate diagonal designs in bright, shiny colors. 

Architecture 

Most Nguni peoples once lived in hemispherical dwellings made of grass or reeds layered 

over a curved framework of cross-tied saplings or sticks and tied down by a radiating net of 

rope (fig. 14-38). At the summit of the house the ropes were drawn into a tightly coiled 

cylinder, which formed a base for a shaped wooden attachment known as the thundersticks, 

abafana, said to protect the house from thunderstorms. 

For perhaps a thousand years, southern African cattle-raising peoples created 

communities by grouping such dwellings around a circular central enclosure for their herds. 

Nguni groups used the cattle enclosure as a ceremonial ground, holding assemblies within it 

and burying deceased men beneath its fence. Other southern African peoples put their cattle 

in smaller pens within or beside a central ceremonial enclosure, or constructed a sacred 

enclosure near the central corral. 

The male head of the family or clan owned the “great house” farthest from the entrance to 

the cattle enclosure. The houses of his mother and senior wife were close by, while the homes 

of junior wives, brothers, and other relatives formed a circle around the corral. Older children 

shared houses near the entrance to the corral, although daughters of marriageable age might 

be housed behind the home of a senior wife. The city of a king followed the same plan on a 

grander scale to house his family, soldiers, courtiers, and subjects. One of the capitals of the 

Zulu king Shaka was a vast circular city of 1400 dwellings. 

While non-Nguni Bantu groups also constructed houses of grass and reeds, some had 

walls of stone or clay. Despite their variety of forms and materials, many divided exterior 

spaces into public and private realms, and most provided an area at the rear of the dwelling 

for platforms holding the ancestral pots described above (see fig. 14-37). Even after 
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populations were forced to work on white-owned farms as laborers, they were able to 

maintain some of these spatial divisions in the rectangular cement structures they were given 

as dwellings. Throughout South Africa, the blank walls of these bleak buildings were 

transformed by women who applied designs from other media in wonderful murals. Paintings 

incorporating motifs known as litema have been made by Sotho women since the middle of 

the twentieth century (fig. 14-39). The varied colors and shapes of litema all form repeated 

organic patterns referring to the fertility of the fields and of women. Inside their homes, 

Sotho women paint shelves on the back wall to display enamel and china plates, a modern 

reinterpretation of the platforms for ancestral veneration placed inside nineteenth century 

homes of reeds and grasses (fig. 14-40). 

While Sotho homes have attracted the attention of scholars, the murals of Ndebele women 

are even better known. Defeated by the British at the end of the nineteenth century, Ndebele 

families were removed from their land and scattered through the central part of South Africa. 

Although their ancestral homes of fiber were similar to those of the Zulu, Ndebele women 

during this period had to adapt to the rectangular housing of the farms where they now 

worked. Inspired by the murals of their Sotho neighbors, Ndebele painters developed a bold 

new wall painting style using bright pigments and strong contrasts of light and dark. While 

these distinctive patterns helped Ndebele refugees establish a striking presence in a foreign 

environment, they also inspired the South African government to set up Nbebele model 

villages in the 1960s. At these centers, tourists could buy Ndebele beadwork, and the 

attractive, thatched houses with painted walls could present a falsely idyllic image of rural 

life, thus serving as propaganda for apartheid’s policies of cultural segregation. 

Franzina Ndimande is one of the Ndebele artists who have painted homes in the face of 

great adversity. Her house, once showcased in the former Ndebele “homeland,” is shielded by 

low adobe walls, which form a series of forecourts with platforms for seats and working 

surfaces. These open courtyards are the setting for most domestic activities, and access to 

them is controlled by the women of the household. Visitors and male family members need 

their permission to enter the inner courtyards or the house itself. 

Ndimande covered the exterior and interior walls of her home with whitewash, and 

ornamented them with rectangular panels of brightly colored geometric designs outlined in 

black (fig. 14-41). Some of the images are based upon old-fashioned razor blades, while 

others are architectural images, elaborate two-story buildings. Along the interior walls hang 

beaded ornaments for festive occasions, including the large square apron, ijogolo, worn by 

married women who are mothers. The artist herself sits with her daughter and granddaughter 

in a corner of the room, wearing the distinctive brass rings and thick, beaded neckrings of 
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Ndebele women. Under their blankets she and her daughter wear the beaded fringed aprons 

of Ndebele married women, but the granddaughter wears only the short beaded panel given to 

young girls and small children. Mats for seating and for bedding are stored in the rafters, 

while small figures of clay are placed on top of the wall. In addition to creating art for her 

family, Franzina Ndimande and other Ndebele artists have also painted designs on canvas for 

museums and collectors. 

The imagery in the art of Tito Zungu (1946–2000) seems closely related to the inventive 

architectural forms Ndimande has painted upon the walls of her home. Born to a dispossessed 

and landless family, he spent most of his life working in the city of Durban. As a young man, 

he began to draw meticulous, rather fanciful images of airplanes, ships, and enormous 

buildings (fig. 14-42). Zungu first drew his idealized visions on envelopes, so that other 

urban laborers could buy them and mail them to families they had been forced to leave 

behind in order to find work. His work was eventually brought to the attention of a gallery 

director and subsequently became known outside Africa. 

Zungu worked with a ruler and colored ball-point pens, filling the surfaces with tiny lines. 

Sometimes he drew lines on top of or next to each other to create a greater variety of color. 

As in Ndebele murals, no people seem to be present. The ambiguity of these technological 

fantasies is revealed in Zungu’s statement, “I have liked to look for fifteen or fourteen years 

at the white man’s houses and things like aeroplanes and ships; I don’t want them, but I do 

get jealous about these things, I don’t know what to do about them.” 

ART AND CONTEMPORARY ISSUES 

The Beginnings of Modern Art in South Africa 

Afrikaaner and other immigrant populations in South Africa produced painters and architects 

with solid artistic skills during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and many foreign 

visitors left impressive visual records of South African peoples and landscapes (see the 

portrait by G.F. Angas, fig. 14-31). During the first half of the twentieth century, South 

African artists such as Irma Stern (1894–1966) still looked to Europe for training in both 

premodern and modern styles of painting. The first white South African artist to look at 

African art directly was Walter Battis (1906–82), who did a serious study of San rock art. 

During the twentieth century, primary, secondary, and post-secondary schools for white 

South Africans were organized around British models, and included classes in fine arts. With 

very few exceptions, schools for the rest of the country’s population taught only vocational 

skills and useful crafts. Talented and resolute black artists (such as Samuel Makoanyane, 

1909–44, Gerhard Bhenga, 1910–90, and George Pemba, 1912–2001) were therefore either 

self-taught, or were able to arrange for sporadic instruction by white mentors. 
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Gerard Sekoto (1913–93) and Ernest Mancoba (1904–2002) were both examples of 

“township artists,” painters who used watercolors on paper or oil on canvas to create scenes 

of life in the townships, the urban areas settled by non-white South Africans. The paintings 

were collected by white South Africans who were intrigued both by the subject matter (for 

whites rarely ventured into these parts of their cities) and by the ethnicity of the artists 

themselves (for the style of their works was decidedly unaffected by art from other regions of 

Africa). Both Mancoba and Sekoto left their native country for Paris in the last years of 

World War II, and neither returned to South Africa. Mancoba joined a group of European 

painters working in pure abstraction. However, even in exile, Sekoto continued to paint 

representations of South African urban life. Some of the bold, simplified forms in his 

paintings (fig. 14-43) recall the work of African American artists of the Harlem Renaissance, 

who had lived and worked in Paris before the war (see fig. 16-1, pp. 522–26). 

Modern Art in Mozambique and Zimbabwe 

Several of the late twentieth century and twenty-first century South African artists mentioned 

above (Maswangangi, Ndimande, and Zungu) created works for local clients before foreign 

collectors and other outsiders began buying their art. Evidently this has not been the case in 

Zimbabwe (the former Rhodesia), where almost no local patronage has existed for a 

remarkable body of work produced since the early 1960s. 

The roots of this art can be traced in part to two rural missions that encouraged young 

people to create sacred and secular painting and sculpture in the years after World War II. It 

also is derived from the work of a talented individual, Joram Mariga (born 1927), who 

experimented with soapstone carving (fig. 14-44) and established a workshop near his home 

in the Inyanga region in the late 1950s. Finally, the art was nourished by the patronage of a 

British artist, Frank McEwen, who worked at the National Museum in Salisbury (now 

Harare) and who dreamed of revitalizing the stale, repetitious modern art of Europe with 

what he saw as the elemental, uncorrupted originality of Africa. 

The first artist McEwen recruited was Thomas Mukarobgwa (1924–99), who created 

vivid landscapes with the painting materials McEwen gave him. Like Romain-Desfossés (see 

chapter 12), Georgina Beier (sec chapter 8), and European teachers elsewhere on the 

continent, McEwen refused to subject Mukarobgwa and his other protégés to direct 

instruction in order to safeguard what he saw as their “innate African aesthetic.” However, he 

did encourage them to study the work of European modernists, and his gallery hosted 

exhibitions of work by Pablo Picasso and Henry Moore. 

McEwen encountered the sculpture of Joram Moraga and his associates around 1961, and 

decided that their abstracted figures were directly descended from the soapstone birds of 
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Great Zimbabwe. McEwen began to exhort members of his workshop to create a new “Shona 

Sculpture.” Nicholas Mukomberanwa (born 1940), who had received his first artistic training 

under Father John Groeber at Serima Mission, was one of the talented sculptors patronized by 

McEwen during this period. The geometric rigor of Mukomberanwa’s sculpture may reflect 

his exposure to West African art, which McEwen showed to his workshop. Mukomberanwa’s 

works are not carved in soapstone, but in a particularly hard, smooth rock that gives the 

images precision and power (fig. 14-45). 

After McEwen left his post and returned to England in 1973, stone carvers continued to 

work with white patrons (but in more egalitarian settings) at a farm named Tengenenge, and 

in a Harare workshop that would become Chapungu Sculpture Park. Although the stone 

sculpture was still referred to as Shona, most was actually being carved by workers of other 

ethnic groups who had migrated to Zimbabwe, and who had prior experience with sculpting 

traditions in their homelands. Today younger sculptors in Zimbabwe have begun to explore a 

wide range of ideas and forms, partly as the result of their contacts with contemporary artists 

in other countries. However, Mukomberanwa’s sculpture exemplifies the conservative, 

modernist approach to forms and materials that still characterizes sculpture from stone 

carving centers in Zimbabwe. 

In Mozambique in the 1960s, the sponsorship of a Portuguese architect enabled a young 

artist named Valente Malangatana (born 1936) to launch his career as an artist. Other 

expatriate members of Mozambique’s small artistic community sponsored sculptor Alfred 

Chissano (born 1935). In Malangatana’s paintings, twisted, emotionally charged figures 

appear in acid hues of yellow, orange, blue, and blood red. Imprisoned by Portuguese 

colonial authorities, Malangatana has since lived through the turmoils of independence and 

civil war. In the 1980s, he joined with younger artists to paint public murals (fig. 14-46), and 

began to advise a new generation of painters, sculptors, and ceramists in Mozambique. 

One of these younger artists who grew up during the devastation of the civil wars is 

Gonçalo Mabundo (born 1975). Although little information is available on Mabundo’s 

background, his art (unlike the modern art of Zimbabwe stone sculptors) does not exhibit 

formal beauty, or communicate an African spirituality or philosophy. Instead, it appears to be 

postmodern in its startling juxtaposition of images. Mabundo has used the materials so 

readily available in his native land—discarded automatic weapons—to form comfortable and 

comforting easy chairs (fig. 14-47), or even small whimsical replicas of the Eiffel Tower. His 

art is a testimony to an artist’s ability to transform a brutal past into a hopeful present. 

Art under Apartheid 

In 1949, white South Africans elected an Afrikaaner-led government, which codified 
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divisions between populations based upon assigned racial categories. One artist who reacted 

immediately to the injustices of the new system of apartheid was photographer David 

Goldblatt (born 1930). Goldblatt’s grandfathers were both Eastern European Jews who had 

immigrated to South Africa at the end of the nineteenth century, and he believed that the new 

laws were akin to the Nazi policies that the Allies had just defeated. Goldblatt’s work has 

thus revealed the effects of apartheid upon the people and the very landscape of South Africa. 

In the early 1980s he photographed the structures (monuments, government offices, and 

churches) built by Afrikaaner communities to communicate and enforce their values (fig. 14-

48). Through dramatic contrasts of light and dark, and effective cropping, this photograph 

captures both the form and the spirit of a building erected in honor of an Afrikaaner leader 

(the man whose enormous portrait dominates the composition). It both shaped and was 

shaped by the desire of South Africa’s white minority to dominate all other populations. 

Goldblatt notes that this monument, fittingly, has collapsed. 

Goldblatt, like most other photographers and photojournalists in South Africa, had very 

little formal training as an artist. Remarkable work has also been produced by other urban 

slums was Dumile Mslaba Feni, known simply as Dumile (1942–91). Although Dumile 

followed in the footsteps of Gerard Sekoto and other “township artists,” his drawings in 

charcoal or in ink differ greatly from the earlier artists’ work in both their style and content. 

His figures, while highly disciplined, are intense and distorted (fig. 14-49). Their contortions 

seem to capture not the physical environment, but the human response to it. Dumile died in 

exile in the United States, but responses and references to his style can still be seen in the 

work of artists who began to paint in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Willie Bester (born 1956), classified as colored under apartheid, received no formal 

training in art in his youth even though (like many African children) he made toys from 

discarded scrap. While working as a dental assistant he enrolled in the Community Arts 

Project in Cape Town, and began to make art documenting the hardships of township life he 

had experienced while growing up. His assemblages and sculpture combine found objects 

and oil paint, and are dense re-tellings of oppression, injustice, and deprivation. Semekasi 

(fig. 14-50), from his Migrant Miseries series, reveals the story of a gentle, devout man who 

has spent most of his life working in the spiritual and physical squalor of Crossroads 

township outside Cape Town. Mr. Semekasi rented a bed, his only personal space in a house 

full of other people, and in Bester’s collage a face peers out from beneath the bedsprings in 

the center of the composition as if imprisoned by them. Next to it Bester has placed 

Semekasi’s passbook, the apartheid identity document he was forced to carry with him at all 

times. Other faces are portraits of Semekasi’s wife and children, who lived in the distant 
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Transkei region, and whom he was allowed to visit only three weeks a year. The wire, bicycle 

wheel, and bits of trash refer to Semekasi’s job recuperating material from the trash dumps. 

In the upper right corner is the text of the Semekasi’s desperate handwritten note; after years 

of hard work, he has found that his employer will not give him a pension. The intensity of the 

packed, trash-littered surface communicates Bester’s outrage at the way Semekasi has been 

treated by his employer and by his society. 

The Community Arts Project where Bester learned from instructors and from fellow 

participants is similar to earlier workshops set up to reach populations with little access to art 

education. One of these non-profit centers was established as a mission by the Evangelical 

Lutheran Church in a rural Zulu area known as Rorke’s Drift in the early 1960s. Some of the 

programs at the center were prototypes for later craft cooperatives (such as the Mapula 

Embroidery Project described above), as it was intended to provide employment for weavers 

and potters. It seems that the Swedish missionaries who founded the center also hoped to 

provide suitable art forms for Christian congregations. Yet in addition to those goals, Rorke’s 

Drift simply gave black African artists the art education they were denied elsewhere. 

Until it closed in 1982, Rorke’s Drift offered students instruction in printmaking under 

Azaria Mbatha (born 1941), a former student. Linoleum block prints, which are inexpensive 

to produce, became particularly popular with the impoverished artists. This was the relief 

printmaking technique favored by John Muafangejo (1943–87), the best known of all these 

artists. Originally from Namibia, this devout and sensitive man created many prints 

illustrating Christian themes. The print illustrated here is an example of Muafangejo’s 

commentary on the leadership role filled by Archbishop Desmond Tutu during the bleakest 

years of apartheid (fig. 14-51). It is a bold, fervent expression of hope. Although 

Muafangejo’s popularity with white patrons was partly due to their perception that he was 

naïve and untutored, his time at Rorke’s Drift may have helped him to create works that 

communicated his messages in a direct and effective way. 

Many other accomplished painters and sculptors came from the Polly Street Center, 

established at the beginning of the apartheid era by the South African government as a 

recreation and sports center for the black population of Johannesburg. Ignoring the official 

mandate, artist Cecil Skotnes (born 1926) organized “Polly Street” as a workshop where 

students could draw, paint, sculpt, and print, and he helped find support for the artists who 

worked and taught there. Before the center was forced to close in the early 1960s, it had 

hosted an impressive group of urban artists who worked in both two and three dimensions. 

They included Sydney Kumalo (1935–88), Durant Sihlali (1935–2004), Ezrom Legae (1937–

99), Lucas Sithole (1931–94), and David Koloane (born 1938). All of these artists shared an 
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impassioned, emotional abstracted style, exemplified by Sydney Kumalo’s Killed Horse (fig 

14-52). Financial considerations usually forced the artists to work in inexpensive media, but

this work is cast in bronze, an indication of how Kumalo was able to apply his skills to 

metalwork when he was adequately funded. 

There are striking formal similarities between the works of these artists and those of 

German artists working a generation earlier (during a period of similar political repression) in 

a style known as Expressionism. However, the South African artists were not specifically 

encouraged to study European art, and their strong, jagged forms seem to have sprung from 

their shared emotional reactions to a capricious, unjust society. 

After Polly Street closed, Cecil Skotnes began another Johannesburg arts center known as 

Jubilee. In a city segregated by gender as well as by race, it provided training for one of the 

few female artists of this generation, Helen Sebidi (born 1943). In 1985, Polly Street artist 

David Koloane worked with Bill Ainslie to organize the Thupelo Workshop, the first of 

several events whose purpose was to allow southern African artists of all races to work 

together for a limited period. Critics claimed that the abstraction explored by Thupelo artists 

was part of an “American cultural imperialist agenda,” based upon the trends of the New 

York art scene rather than upon African values and African traditions. Yet Louis Maqhubela 

(born 1939), who worked at Thupelo, still produces luminous abstract watercolors (fig. 14-

53) and bold, abstracted images in oil. Another Thupelo artist, Sam Nhlengethwa (born

1955), is known for his complex collages, and represented South Africa at one of the first 

Venice Biennales held after the fall of apartheid. 

Koloane has continued to serve as a teacher, mentor, and facilitator in a number of arts 

organizations. Yet he also continues to create challenging art. In a series of drawings and 

paintings, Koloane returned to scenes of the townships once recorded by artists such as 

Sekoto. But by the late twentieth century, these townships were slums racked by the violence 

and crime spawned by fifty years of apartheid’s legalized oppression. In Koloane’s Made in 

South Africa No. 18, a rabid dog roams the urban ruins, a symbol of self-destructive 

lawlessness (fig. 14-54). 

By the end of the apartheid era, artists began to consider themselves “cultural workers” 

whose efforts could have political and social repercussions. They protested against specific 

injustices in performances, sculpture, ceramics, embroidery, etchings, posters, and paintings. 

Personal responses to the torture and death of student activist Steve Biko by artists such as 

Paul Stopforth (born 1945) are perhaps some of the contemporary world’s most powerful 

political art. Yet for many observers the most riveting work of this entire era was created by 

white South African Jane Alexander (born 1959), then a graduate student completing her 
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university studies in art. Her lifesize, horrific Butcher Boys (fig. 14-55) allows us to visualize 

the dehumanizing effect of racism upon those who perpetrate its injustices. When human 

beings must shoot unarmed schoolchildren and sleeping families, when they allow 

themselves to torture suspected terrorists and bulldoze whole communities into oblivion, they 

are transformed into monsters. 

Bernie Searle (born 1964), who also studied art in a university setting, approached the 

regulations of apartheid from her personal experiences as a woman whose African, European, 

and Asian ancestry labelled her as “colored.” She has created photographs and videotapes of 

performances and installations in which she uses colored materials (especially aromatic 

spices) to cover her naked body, to challenge apartheid’s nonsensical concepts of race and 

social value, and to connect her to the lives of her ancestors (fig. 14-56). 

Art in the New South Africa 

With the arrival of democracy and majority rule, South African artists still address important 

social issues, as the hardships and poverty of the apartheid era persist for many South 

Africans. Today South African art historians, art patrons, and art critics find that distinctions 

between “art” and “craft,” “political art” and “personal art” are no longer tenable. However, 

serious gaps between artists still need to be bridged. Students who would once have been 

categorized as “black” or “colored” are now welcome to study art in universities as well as in 

secondary schools, but poor primary education keeps them from meeting high academic 

entrance standards. They are often still unable to afford tuition, or to travel abroad. South 

Africans trained in university art programs are, increasingly, sophisticated members of an 

international art world, while South Africans who have not been exposed to that world have 

become “outsiders.” Such cultural divides mirror the uneven economic development of the 

new nation. 

Economic and social issues are addressed by Zwelethu Mthethwa (born 1960), a 

photographer who, like Goldblatt, spent years documenting the effects of apartheid and 

fighting censorship. His portraits of South Africans in their homes (fig. 14-57) remind the 

viewers of the dignity and pride of men and women living in conditions of abject poverty. 

The intimacy of the compositions (despite the large size of the photographs) allows us to see 

the subjects of these photographs as individuals. We can appreciate the care they have taken 

to create an orderly domestic environment in a chaotic urban world. 

The AIDS epidemic has engaged many artists, including Sue Williamson (born 1941), 

who was born in England but who has lived in South Africa for most of her life. She has 

photographed men and women who suffer from AIDS, has asked them to give her a statement 

for use as a quotation, and has reproduced both their photographs and their words on posters 
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(and in graffiti) that she applies to walls in public spaces. Williamson has also created mixed 

media pieces using photographs and phrases recorded during trials of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission, encounters that brought the perpetrators of crimes under 

apartheid face to face with their victims or their victims’ families. 

Private investigations of complicity, guilt, and redemption fill the drawings, 

performances, installations, and videos of another white South African artist, William 

Kentridge (born 1955). Born and raised in Johannesburg, Kentridge localizes some of his 

wordless and fragmented stories in the famous mines of its region (fig. 14-58). While the 

relationships between white overseers and black goldminers may be specific to South Africa, 

the empty lives and troubled marriages of the aging white protagonists of Kentridge’s 

narratives resonate with American and European viewers, critics, and collectors. His work is 

now owned by major institutions such as the Museum of Modern Art in New York City. The 

reception of his deeply moving narratives thus raises questions about how contemporary 

African art is represented in foreign art markets, and how African identities and African 

communities are perceived outside the continent, all questions to be addressed in the next two 

chapters. 
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PART V 

The Diaspora 

15 African Artists Abroad 

ACCORDING TO A DOCUMENT IN A Spanish archive, a painter named Juan de Pareja left the 

Spanish city of Seville in 1630 to join his brother in Madrid. There he became the indentured 

servant of one of Europe’s greatest artists, Diego Velazquez. Eventually Velazquez freed him 

and de Pareja became a respected master himself. We know that Juan de Pareja accompanied 

his employer on a trip to Italy, for a painting Juan de Pareja encountered in Rome (a work by 

the extraordinary Caravaggio) served as a model for his own version of the Calling of Saint 

Matthew. And during the same voyage Velazquez painted a portrait of his assistant that was 

an immediate sensation in seventeenth-century Europe, and is now one of the treasures of 

New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art. It shows Juan de Pareja standing soberly, warily, 

against a dark background. 

We have little documentation of the life of Juan de Pareja, and we do not know whether he 

was descended from the Africans who entered the Iberian peninsula from the eighth to the 

twelfth centuries with Muslim armies of conquest. His status as an indentured servant was 

due to his economic and social standing, and was based upon class rather than race or 

ethnicity. Yet some of his ancestors might have been slaves brought to North Africa and 

Europe along ancient trade routes crossing the Sahara and the Mediterranean Sea. It is even 

possible (though much less likely) that members of Juan de Pareja’s family had been captured 

in Western or Central Africa during the first century of the transatlantic slave trade, 

transported to the Americas and thence to Spain. Whatever his family history Juan de Pareja 

was a man of African descent living outside the continent of Africa, and thus part of the 

African diaspora. The term diaspora often refers to the Jews who were defeated, enslaved, 

driven from their homeland, and scattered throughout the empire by the Romans some two 

thousand years ago. Yet it also denotes the spread of Africans throughout the world as a 

result of the intercontinental traffic in slaves, and as the result of the voluntary and 

involuntary migration of invidividuals and groups. This section of the book discusses artists 

of the African diaspora. 

Diego Velazquez’s portrait of Juan de Pareja was the inspiration for Juan de Pareja 

Menaced by Dogs (Juan de Pareja agressé par les chiens) (fig. 15.1), painted by Senegalese 

artist Iba N’diaye over three hundred years later. N’diaye captures the hostile attitudes 

encountered by African artists, and by artists of African descent, who work in cultures where 

they are seen as exotic, as outsiders, or even as inferior. When N’diaye comes home to Dakar, 

he is a respected member of his country’s educated elite, a revered teacher whose work has a 
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place of honor in the intellectual and cultural history of Senegal (see chapter 4). When he 

works in his home in Paris, he is an immigrant and (like Juan de Pareja) a member of a 

minority group set apart from the rest of his community by religion and ethnicity. This first 

chapter on the diaspora is focused upon artists (such as N’Diaye) who left their African 

homelands and established residence elsewhere during the twentieth century. The next 

chapter discusses artists whose ancestors (such as Juan de Pareja) have lived in Europe or the 

Americas for centuries, and who are thus the heirs of a much earlier diaspora. Chapter 16 is 

particularly concerned with artists whose families have survived centuries of slavery and 

racism in the Americas. 

Artists who were born in Africa, or born abroad to African parents, may be equally at 

home in the country of their adoption and in their country of origin. Traveling frequently to 

and from Africa, they are members of an urban, cosmopolitan, and intercontinental culture. 

Iba N’diaye himself is one of these international travelers, living in both Paris and Dakar. 

Other artists have chosen to identify themselves primarily as residents of the community and 

nation where they now live and work. Sokari Douglas Camp, for example (see fig. 9-59), 

considers herself to be a British artist despite her close ties to her homeland in Nigeria. 

Family ties may forge cross-cultural bonds; N’diaye and Douglas Camp have European 

spouses, and other prominent artists born in Africa have a parent who is not of African origin. 

In some cases naturalized citizenship in a country may allow an artist to shed an old national 

heritage in order to stress a preferred cultural identity. Italian artist Fathi Hassan (born 1957), 

who studied in Italy and is now a naturalized citizen of that country, no longer identifies 

himself as Egyptian but as Nubian. Yet, as all immigrants know, although both new and old 

homes may become more familiar over time, both new and old homes may also become more 

foreign—an artist born and raised in Madagascar may feel as if he is Malagasy when he lives 

in France, and as if he is French while he lives in Madagascar. 

Many artists featured in this book have chosen to leave Africa in order to take advantage 

of the rich opportunities available to artists in Europe and the United States. In European and 

American workshops, universities, and art institutes, they may be mentored by internationally 

known artists, read the work of influential critics, and gain the support of funding agencies 

and private patrons. They are much more likely to be able to establish themselves as 

professional artists, for they can more easily locate teaching positions, be represented by art 

galleries, create websites, sell their work, and win competitions. 

However, many other artists have left Africa involuntarily, as refugees. As described in 

previous chapters, Abu Bakarr Mansaray (see fig. 6-40) fled civil war in his Liberian 

homeland, while Gerard Sekoto, Azaria Mbatha, and Dumile Feni (see chapter 14) left South 
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Africa for France, Sweden, and the United States in order to escape the economic and social 

injustices of apartheid. Ibrahim el Salahi and Gebre Kristos Desta (see chapter 2) went into 

exile when threatened with imprisonment in Sudan and Ethiopia. Each artist who has lived 

outside the continent thus brings a distinct, if not unique, perspective to the African expatriate 

experience. 

Yet although the individual histories of these artists are immensely varied, their careers 

have all been shaped by the shifting political relationships linking Africa to the rest of the 

world, and by developments in the art markets of New York, Paris, and London. During the 

early twentieth century, as Europeans were consolidating their colonial control over Africa, 

African artists found ways to travel to Europe to study and work. As we have seen, these 

artists included Mahmoud Mukhtar of Egypt (in chapter 2), Aina Onabolu and Ben Enwonwu 

of Nigeria (in chapter 8), Christian Lattier of Côte d’Ivoire (in chapter 6), and Ahmed 

Cherkaoui of Morocco (chapter 1). These early modernists tended to return to their home 

countries, where they joined compatriots in nurturing new, national forms of African 

twentieth-century art. 

By the middle of the twentieth century, cultural exchanges and training programs were 

bringing many more African artists to Europe and North America, and artists from newly 

independent African nations accompanied popular exhibitions of their art on tours of 

universities and museums. Competition between capitalist and communist powers during the 

Cold War encouraged sponsorship for the visual arts of Africa by both camps. Artists from 

Sudan and Ethiopia were invited to study in the United States, while artists from Mali and 

Mozambique were given scholarships to study in Cuba. Yet increasing political turmoil in 

Africa, and the final end to the Cold War, led to a decrease in funding for foreign aid in 

general, and for arts programs in particular, during the 1970s and 1980s. 

Those decades also saw some important shifts in the European and American art world, 

which was abandoning some of the central tenets of modern art. The movement known as 

Pop Art had convinced critics that the aesthetic qualities of an art work were no longer 

paramount, and materials no longer needed to be manipulated in an accomplished, highly 

trained manner. Performances, Happenings, and Conceptual Art presented ideas, words, or 

actions as if they were superior to the mere objects documenting those concepts. More and 

more artists began to work in experimental new media requiring expensive and complex 

equipment such as video cameras and computers. Painting, it was (periodically) announced, 

was dead. Artists who had studied in African institutes and universities had thus learned to 

create art works (oil paintings, drawings, prints, and sculpture in abstracted styles) that were 

increasingly considered irrelevant and out-of-date by American critics. During these years 
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very few galleries in the United States would feature the work of artists living in Africa or the 

work of African artists living abroad. 

Ironically, art historians and anthropologists who conducted field-work in Africa during those 

decades often contributed to the marginalization of academically trained painters and 

sculptors by choosing to study ephemeral arts, conceptual arts, performances, installations, 

and arts of process based upon regional and cultural traditions. As can be seen in every 

chapter of this book, the sophistication of these African community-based arts clearly rivaled 

the new forms of art being explored during the 1970s and 1980s by the American avant-

garde. Not only were they multi-media, they were multivalent, communicating with both 

participant and observer on a variety of levels. In comparison to the arts created in rural 

African communities, the modernist paintings and sculpture created in African academies by 

African intellectuals seemed somewhat dull. 

This rather grim situation finally began to change in the 1990s. In the United States, an 

entire generation of academics, critics, and artists had entered into debates stimulated by the 

ideas of European writers who are often called “poststructuralists” or “postmodernists.” 

Discussions based upon loose interpretations of the ideas of Jacques Derrida were particularly 

widespread, and artists began to describe their work in terms coined by Derrida and other 

theorists. This led artists to create works intended to identify, confront, and thus 

“deconstruct” the underlying assumptions of their viewers. 

Curators and critics in the United States who supported these approaches to art became 

interested in artists of African descent who could provide alternative views to dominant 

paradigms, who could speak from the “margins” of the art world and could challenge 

viewers’ assumptions about “the other.” Understandably, diaspora artists with established 

careers were somewhat irked when informed that their ethnicity automatically “marginalized” 

them. Artists living in Africa are accustomed to seeing themselves as normal human beings 

who look more or less like everyone else in their part of the world, and they are surprised to 

find that Europeans and Americans assume that their appearance places them in a state of 

“difference.” Once they enter a culture where artists are categorized by the color of their skin, 

they become “black.” Yinka Shonibare, who spent an extended period of his childhood in 

Nigeria, describes this best: “I did not have a notion or a concept of blackness until I stepped 

off the plane.” 

Furthermore, in their search for art that would “counter” established ideas, some critics 

wrote as if all African expatriates were expert witnesses who could speak on behalf of their 

ancestral cultures. Obviously, in many cases artists with two or more nationalities have little 

contact with the African country where they were born. Immigrants who left the African 
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metropolis of their childhood without ever visiting their family’s home town may be unaware 

of their parents’ and grandparents’ cultural heritage. Finally, while this critical interest 

opened doors for many African artists living abroad, the conceptual approaches they were 

expected to take, and the esoteric postmodern jargon they were required to employ, 

guaranteed that only African artists who were extraordinarily articulate in English—and who 

had mastered the specific terms of this “discourse” during their academic training in elite 

American and British institutions—could participate. For example, a young American critic 

interviewing Wangechi Mutu asked her “Are you worried about the possibility of sustaining 

rather than resignifying models of black subjectivity?” Fortunately, Mutu was able to 

interpret the question and respond to it appropriately. 

Meanwhile, critics, curators, and collectors in Europe had begun to travel to Africa in search 

of fresh new talent, looking for the creative expressions of unschooled outsiders. Several of 

the artists these explorers encountered in the streets of African cities have produced works 

illustrated in previous chapters of this book; they include Samuel Fosso (in chapter 3), Abu 

Bakarr Mansaray (chapter 6), Cyprien Tokoudagba and Georges Adéagbo (chapter 8), and 

Chéri Samba (chapter 11). These artists, and other artists whose work had been previously 

published by art historians (such as Kane Kwei in chapter 7, and Sunday Jack Akpan in 

chapter 9) were featured in a series of sensational exhibitions. The earliest was Magiciens de 

la Terre (Magicians of the Earth), the 1989 show curated by French critic André Magnin; 

more recent exhibits display the collection of Jean Pigozzi. While some of these exhibitions 

have rigorously excluded artists who have received any formal training in art (especially if 

the training was in institutions outside of Africa), the publicity the shows generated helped 

revitalize contacts between Western collectors and African artists of all backgrounds. 

Both academically trained artists and artists with no formal training were publicized during 

the 1980s and 1990s by a lavishly illustrated Parisian journal called Revue Noire. An even 

broader vision of the arts of contemporary Africa informed the 1991 exhibition, Africa 

Explores, which was curated by art historian Susan Vogel. For the first time in several 

decades, a large selection of African artists could be viewed and discussed by a European and 

American public. A London exhibition, Seven Stories about African Art, built upon this 

foundation in 1995 by providing in-depth information on modern and contemporary art forms 

from seven regions of the continent. 

Several young African critics responded passionately to the romantically exotic views of 

André Magnin, and some vociferously objected to the categories set forth by Susan Vogel in 

her exhibition catalogue. As a result, their writing came to the attention of their European and 

American counterparts, and the ensuing international recognition has allowed them to 
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become effective advocates for contemporary African artists. In 1995, Olu Oguibe, Salah 

Hassan, and Okwui Enwezor began to write in a journal named Nka, the first American 

periodical dedicated to contemporary African artists. By the beginning of the twenty-first 

century, these critics and others had helped curate their own spectacular exhibitions, and they 

were involved with a number of international expositions in Venice, Kassel, Dakar, and 

Johannesburg. An increasing number of galleries in Europe and the United States now 

represent young artists born in Africa. 

Although the artists in this chapter are generally grouped here by their country of origin (or 

by their parents’ nationality), they could just as easily (or just as problematically) be 

categorized by their current place of residence, or by their generation, or by the media in 

which they work, or by their educational background. The structure of the discussion is 

further complicated by the placement of prominent expatriates in previous chapters of this 

book, usually because their work addresses issues and contains imagery closely linked to the 

artistic heritage and cultural history of the region. These inconsistencies remind us that 

African artists have always crossed ethnic and cultural boundaries, and that African arts have 

always defied easy categorization. 

ARTISTS FROM THE MAGHREB 

Emigrants often look back with deep nostalgia to the land of their childhood. This can be 

seen in the photographs of Jellel Gasteli, which evoke the character of specific places in 

specific towns (see fig. 1-35). Yet the experience of emigration has oriented another 

Maghrebi artist away from the experience of a particular time and place and toward a more 

general engagement with the Islamic and Arabic-speaking world. Rachid Koraïchi (born 

1947), who left his native Algeria during a period of violence and chaos, has found in Tunisia 

and in France a community of artists engaged with the power of the written word. He has 

chosen to explore the meaning and impact of Arabic, the language of Islam, by altering its 

shapes into illegibility and asking the viewer to see the contexts in which it operates. Thus 

Koraïchi has employed men from Syria and women from North Africa to dye and embroider 

his designs onto cloth for recent installations. In Steel Talismans, a series of metal tablets (fig. 

15-2), Koraïchi evokes the writing boards used in Islamic schools throughout Africa. Wooden

writing boards, which are usually inscribed, erased, and reused by students learning to write 

passages from the Qur’an, may be permanently painted and displayed as a type of diploma 

when a student completes a period of study (see fig. 3-30). The beauty, power, and mystery 

of Muslim writing is expressed here, and each tablet has become a point of departure, an 

object of individual empowerment and inspiration. 
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Koraïchi’s work introduces European viewers to concepts central to African and non-

African Islamic practice. Other artists living in exile in France and the United States 

challenge Westerners’ stereotypes of Muslim cultures, the types of ethnocentrism known as 

“orientalism.” For example, both Algerian/French artist Houria Niati and 

Moroccan/Saudi/American artist Lalla Essaydi directly “quote” nineteenth-century French 

paintings of North Africans in order to “deconstruct” imagery and assumptions that have 

shaped two centuries of European colonial and postcolonial activity. 

Yet while these artists have responded to their experiences “speaking for” Muslim women 

by addressing “orientalism” in general rather than referring to specific regional traditions, 

Zineb Sedira has chosen to understand the nature of cultural identity, migration, and 

dislocation by exploring her personal histories. She has produced photographs and videos 

juxtaposing the Arabic speech of her parents (who were born in Algeria), her own halting 

Arabic and fluent French (for she was born in France), and her monolingual daughter’s 

English (for her daughter lives with her in England). In two other installations, she designed 

ceramic tiles akin to those covering the floors and walls of mosques, palaces, and private 

homes in Algeria (fig. 15.3). But these tiles, while displaying the geometric patterns of 

Islamic arts, have also been painted with tiny silkscreened images of the faces of Sedira’s 

family members. Sedira may be rebelliously inserting representational images into a tradition 

that rarely allowed depiction of the human form, but she is also tying her family’s specific 

identity and history to the generalized atmosphere of a Muslim/Maghrebi interior. Memory is 

now physically imbedded in place. 

Even more evocative responses to the loss of an ancestral home and the dissolution of 

family and community can be found in a performance by Denis Martinez. Martinez was a 

respected painter who was forced, like so many of his compatriots, to flee Algeria during the 

bloody fundamentalist insurrection and savage government reprisals of the 1990s. He now 

teaches in Marseille, in southern France, and there he began to create a series of installations 

incorporating Berber symbolism and references to Muslim life in Europe. For one series of 

performances, called Fenêtre du Vent (“Window of the Wind”) (fig. 15.4), Martinez created a 

large window frame. In southern France he placed it on a promontory facing the 

Mediterranean Sea. Men and women who had emigrated from the Maghreb walked up to this 

frame and spoke their thoughts, prayers, and desires for their loved ones through the window 

as though the wind might carry their words southward across the ocean to Algeria. In Algeria, 

the families they left behind spoke to their distant children and spouses. 
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ARTISTS FROM EGYPT, SUDAN, AND ETHIOPIA 

Before the early twenty-first century, contemporary art from the Maghreb was rarely seen in 

the United States. However, artists from Sudan and Ethiopia had been featured in American 

and European exhibitions by the 1960s. One of the most renowned artists of this generation 

was Ibrahim el Salahi (see chapter 2), who studied in London, worked in Nigeria, exhibited in 

America, but returned to Khartoum to teach before being forced into exile. Unlike el Salahi, 

Sudanese artist Mohammed Ahmed Abdalla (born 1935), remained in England after he had 

received his advanced training in ceramics. But like Magdalene Odundo (see chapter 13), a 

Kenyan-born ceramicist who also lives in England, Abdalla draws upon many influences in 

his work. He has experimented with porcelain and earthenware and with high fire glazes to 

obtain a variety of unusual surfaces. Perhaps his most striking works are a series of vessels 

based upon the red and black eggshell-thin wares of ancient Nubia (fig. 15-5; see fig. 2-3). 

Both the fabric (the delicate clay walls) and the dramatic separation of the glazes into two 

fields of color are fitting tributes to this art form of the distant past. 

Sudanese sculptor Amir Nour (born 1939) is currently based in Chicago. Trained in 

Khartoum and London, Nour completed his studies at Yale University, and his work reflects 

the last great expressions of modern art, the late twentieth-century American art movements 

known as minimalism (which distilled forms to their geometric essence) and earthworks 

(whose large-scale projects dominated the landscape). A sculptural group called Grazing at 

Shendi (fig. 5-6) comprises over two hundred stainless steel cylinders of various sizes, all 

curved into semi-circles. In this work, Nour invites the museum or gallery to participate in 

the artistic process by choosing how to place the forms in the display space. The arrangement 

photographed here was created by the staff of the National Museum of African Art in 

Washington, D.C. in 1995. 

Despite the smooth finish of the industrial material used, this work makes references to the 

land near Shendi, the town on the Nile where Nour was born. In Nour’s own words: 

“As kids, we used to play outside and a man would come around collecting the goats and 

sheep, and he would take them out of town … When you see them from the distance, you 

don’t see details … You just see dots on the space … I tried to put that type of visual 

experience into metal to see how it worked.” 

But the shapes are not just grazing animals. Nour also describes crowds of worshipers 

praying outside at the end of Ramadan, the Islamic month of fasting and reflection: “They 

stand in straight lines. And then they prayed. And then they bent down … It’s the same visual 
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idea. It used to overwhelm me.” just as Abdallah creates startling new forms based upon 

ancient Sudanese ceramics, Nour creates thoroughly American art forms expressing 

twentieth-century Sudanese experience. 

Skunder Boghossian (1937–2003), a contemporary of el Salahi, has already been 

mentioned as an important figure in the development of twentieth-century art in Ethiopia (see 

chapter 2), and his impact upon generations of African American artists as a professor at 

Howard University will be discussed in the last chapter (see chapter 16). Boghossian studied 

painting in Paris, and his early work was carefully crafted, detailed, mesmerizing, and 

reminiscent of the European art movement known as surrealism. The images in the painting 

illustrated here (fig. 15.7) are personal, or universal, and the iconography does not 

specifically relate to Ethiopian artistic traditions. 

Boghossian’s art received critical and popular acclaim abroad, where the artist was seen as an 

inspired African modernist. 

After moving to the United States and accepting a teaching position in 1971, Boghossian 

produced paintings that had looser brushstrokes, and were more abstract. Some of his later 

work was based upon the long strips of parchment used in Ethiopian healing ceremonies, and 

thus shared some of the mystical imagery seen in works by Gera (see fig. 2-34). A sustained 

use of these prayer strips as a source of imagery characterizes the work of Wosene Kosrof 

(born 1950), one of the younger Ethiopian painters who had also fled to the United States. 

The faces, script, and geometric symbols on Ethiopian fans, murals, and prayer strips are 

translated by Kosrof into abstract patterns in bold, beautiful colors. Yet not all of the forms 

are based upon ancient Ethiopian talismans and icons—some refer to objects and ideas 

Kosrof has encountered during his years in the United States. The luminous Night of the Red 

Sky (fig. 15-8) recalls the terror launched by the military government of Ethiopia, the 

bloodshed that forced Kosrof and so many other Ethiopians to flee the country. 

The Sudanese artists mentioned in this book (el Salahi, Abdalla, Nour, Waquialla, and 

Ishaq) and the Ethiopian artists discussed above (Boghossian and Kosrof) are all examples of 

artists who have the skills known as “craft”; they are able to paint or sculpt using the 

materials and the techniques of past generations. To some degree Achamyeleh Debela’s 

computer-generated images and Elizabeth Atnafu’s fabric constructions also demonstrate a 

mastery of media that is tied to these Ethiopian artists’ awareness of art history as well (see 

chapter 2). Yet several younger artists from Egypt and Sudan have chosen to emphasize 

concept rather than craft, and their art attempts to provoke and confront the viewer. 

Art that startles (or shocks) the viewer with its explicit sexual imagery is called 
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“transgressive” by contemporary critics, “transgressive” being (invariably) a term of praise in 

the American art world. Often the art is not merely meant to elicit a strong reaction or protest 

from the conservative middle-class viewer (an approach the modernists called “épater la 

bourgeoisie”). Instead, it is meant to free the viewer from the constrictions of outdated views 

of sexual experience. Excellent examples of transgressive imagery may be found in the work 

of Ghada Amer (born 1963), who was born in Egypt and who moved to France in her 

childhood. She studied in several prestigious art institutes in France and the United States, 

and now works in New York, the epicenter of the Western art world. Her best-known works 

are of canvas or a more delicate fabric covered with embroidery. Originally the lines of the 

embroidered images ended in long threads left hanging to form a veil-like screen obscuring 

the imagery (fig. 15.9). Later works superimposed painted floral shapes upon the embroidery. 

At first glance, the works appear to be abstract compositions of fine curving lines. Upon 

closer inspection, however, viewers can see that the stitches form female faces kissing each 

other, or nude female figures who are masturbating, or women joined in a sexual embrace. 

Stray images of breasts or mouths appear as well. Amer found the source of her images in 

pornographic magazines, and her work engages viewers who question the ways that societies 

have regulated women’s sexuality and women’s sexual pleasure. Her work also intrigues 

viewers who are aware of Amer’s Egyptian background and are curious about the restrictions 

placed upon women under Islam. 

Ghada Amer has gained an international reputation, and has received awards and critical 

acclaim. However, an exhibition of her work in her native country was greeted with a less 

than enthusiastic reception by Egyptian critics. A comprehensive survey of modern and 

contemporary art in Egypt mentions her only in passing as “not educated in Egypt” and as 

addressing her works “to a non-Arab public.” 

WESTERN AFRICA 

Artists from virtually every African nation have established themselves overseas. But it is 

artists from the smaller African nations who may particularly need to find support for 

themselves and for their art by immigrating. One such artist is El Loko (born 1950 in Togo). 

He studied textile design in Accra from 1965–69, studied art in Duesseldorf from 1971–76, 

and now lives in Cologne, Germany. He is also associated with an international contemporary 

art center in his hometown in Togo. 

El Loko’s early work was thoroughly modern in style. His woodcuts are filled with strong, 

ambiguous shapes resembling masks and bodies. In Tree 2, a print from 1983, simple but 
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evocative black shapes seem to shift from human to vegetal to human (fig. 15.10). Visually 

intriguing, harmoniously balanced, they are fine examples of two-dimensional art by a 

modern master. Yet twenty years after he established himself as an artist in Germany, El 

Loko has revisited the approach of one of his instructors, the renowned installation and 

performance artist Josef Beuys. He is thus constructing multi-media installations (such as an 

assemblage called Cosmic Alphabet) featuring carved and stained flat pieces of wood, which 

may be signs and may be figures. One 2001 installation, however, displays only photographs 

of women’s faces and bottles of skin products. Titled Metamorphosis, it is a highly unusual 

critique of the use of the dangerous chemicals now used by African women to soften and 

bleach their skin. The work of El Loko is an excellent reminder of an expatriate artist’s 

ability to evolve during the course of a career—he was an accomplished modernist and he is 

now an accomplished postmodernist. 

Owusu-Ankomah (born 1956) also works in Germany. Born in Sekondi, Ghana, Owusu-

Ankomah received a degree from Ghanatta, the College of Art in Accra (as did Kofi Setordji, 

whose work is discussed in chapter 7). Unlike many expatriate artists, Owusu-Ankomah 

explicitly draws upon images of his own cultural heritage. Having lived and studied in an 

Akan region proud of its ancestral arts, Owusu-Ankomah is comfortable incorporating the 

iconography of Akan art (see chapter 7) into his own work. His drawings, paintings, and 

prints are populated by idealized, athletic nude men who leap, run, roll, and stretch. By the 

late 1990s, these male figures were barely discernible white outlines distorting an overlay of 

black symbols (fig. 15-11). Some of the shapes are identifiable as adinkra motifs, while 

others are the artist’s personal adaptations and refiguring of those designs. 

Owusu-Ankomah sees his symbols as both rooted in history and as universally accessible. 

Given the adoption of adinkra by so many members of the African diaspora, and given the 

similarity of these images to the signage of contemporary urban life, the artist’s views seem 

reasonable. The juxtaposition of white and black, corresponding in older Akan art to purity 

and power, or life and death, lends additional meaning to the works. Fittingly, given his 

celebration of the active body and his interest in bridging cultural boundaries, Owusu-

Ankomah was one of the artists commissioned to create a poster for the 2006 World Cup 

hosted by Germany. 

Other Ghanaian artists have settled in England (including photographer Gotfried Donkor) 

and in the United States (including sculptor Bright Bimpong). Insertion into a new country is 

less difficult for immigrants who have already mastered the language of their new home. For 

that reason most expatriate artists from the francophone nations of Western and Central 

Africa live in France or Belgium. However, one artist born in Côte d’Ivoire has chosen to 
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settle in New York City. Born, raised, and educated in the city of Abidjan as Bakari Ouattara, 

the artist found that the French spelling of his Mande surname was impossible for Americans 

to read. He has thus renamed himself Watts. This accommodation of American attitudes may 

be seen in all of the paintings Watts (born 1957) has produced since arriving in the United 

States. 

Watts studied in Abidjan and Paris with members of the Vohou-Vohou group (see chapter 

6), and produced abstract painting highly influenced by the work of his fellow students. But a 

chance meeting with diaspora artist Jean-Michel Basquiat introduced him to an entirely new 

approach to the production and marketing of art. With Basquiat’s encouragement, 

Ouattara/Watts left Paris for New York. In the words of Watts, “There is a lot of energy in 

New York, it gives me something (like being in Africa), a kind of energy to do great work … 

For me New York is like what Timbuktu must have been like, where everybody came 

together to exchange things in the market. To make deals and so on.” 

During the 1990s, Watts created a series of mixed media works that refer to forms of 

architecture such as Senufo doors and Jenne facades. In the title of one assemblage, Nok 

Culture (fig. 15-12), Watts invokes the African past (see the Nok terracottas, chapter 3). At 

the same time, he devises cryptic symbols, such as the “figure” comprised of concentric ovals 

and, perhaps, raised arms. An inset tablet, replete with Arabic writing and symbolic devices, 

seems to be an interpretation of a Muslim writing board (see fig. 3-30). Watts’s work is 

multi-layered, vibrant, and bold. 

In a 1995 interview, the artist emphasized his interest in African forms of spirituality: “It’s 

about concept. And it’s about energy, something like being a shaman or a sorcerer in a 

positive way. It is about communicating with the invisible … These constructions are like 

altars where I can pray and make offerings and perform magic.” Such an unabashedly 

romantic view of the artist’s priestly role runs counter to the dominant postmodern trends in 

the New York art world, where artists must be detached, clinical, and cynical when they 

allude to spirituality (if they refer to it at all). An impartial observer might be tempted to think 

that New Yorkers are expecting an African artist to express beliefs and attitudes they would 

never countenance in an interview with a European American artist. Sceptics might also note 

that although Watts’s family comes from the Senufo region, his original name (Bakari 

Ouattara) reflects his membership in a Mande (Dyula) clan that is predominantly Muslim. 

They might consider it unlikely that his family encouraged him to conduct shamanic 

ceremonies during his youth in the urban metropolis of Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire. 

This section on artists from Western Africa ends with a special segment on Nigeria. 
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Nigeria is both the most populous of all African nations and (as can be seen in chapters 3, 8, 

9, and 10) the source of many particularly rich artistic traditions. Most West African artists 

practicing in Africa today are Nigerian, and expatriate Nigerian artists have had a 

correspondingly important impact upon African art abroad. 

Nigeria 

Nigerian artists have a long involvement with British art, beginning with Aina Onabolu’s 

short stay in London at the beginning of the twentieth century. One of the first Nigerian 

artists to settle permanently in England was Uzo Egonu (1932–94), known for his playful 

paintings and collages, whose style was quite similar to that of modernists working in Nigeria 

during the same period. 

Nigerian-born artists of more recent generations have undergone more radical changes 

after being introduced to the social and intellectual ferment of contemporary British art. In 

London they have participated in sophisticated discussions with artists whose families come 

from all of the colonies of the former British Empire, and have raised many issues concerning 

the nature of identity and individuality in art. One of the most articulate products of this art 

scene is Olu Oguibe (born 1964) who was once a member of the Uli group at the University 

of Nsukka (see chapter 9) and has now moved to the United States. Although he has 

continued to make art, Oguibe is now known for critical writing, his curatorial projects, and 

his installations. One powerful piece, assembled for an exhibition in Florida, honors the 

children who were victims of the bombing of the Federal Building in Oklahoma City in 1995 

(fig. 15.13). 

Oguibe’s moving commentary on the deaths of the children killed in the Federal 

Building’s day care center reminds us of other sculptural work responding to tragedies—

specifically Isaac Essoua’s work on the September 11 attack on the World Trade Center (see 

fig. 10.45), Kofi Setordji’s memorial to the genocide in Rwanda (see fig. 7-44), and even 

Princess Olowo’s memorial to the Biafra War (see fig. 9-18). Yet university art departments 

in Nigeria are often so steeped in the modernist tradition that politically charged 

commentaries are rare. Thus for Oguibe, advanced study in England taught him a new 

language, exposed him to new media, and broadened the scope of his art. 

Rotimi Fani-Kayode (1955–89) was the son of a prominent Yoruba leader forced into 

political exile when Fani-Kayode was only ten years old. Fani-Kayode was born in Lagos, 

but his father had close ties to the religious leadership of Ife. Raised in England, the artist 

received degrees in art in the United States before returning to England. There he produced a 
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visually stunning series of color photographs, and more subdued photographs in black and 

white. The photographs were taken in collaboration with his partner and lover, Alex Hirst; 

both artists died of AIDS at a young age. These photographs, together with Rotimi’s book 

White Male/Black Male, are seen in the United States in the context of a hefty body of critical 

commentary on transgressive images of homosexuality. They particularly relate to the 

controversies surrounding the famous erotic photographs of black male models by European 

American Robert Mapplethorpe. 

Yet the photograph illustrated here (Bronze Head, 1987) (fig. 15-14) clearly relates to Fani-

Kayode’s Yoruba heritage rather than to analyses of race, power, and gender in the United 

States. Rotimi’s lower back, buttocks, and thighs fill the frame, and between his spread legs 

appears a head whose striations identify it as a reproduction of the famous portraits from Ife 

(see fig. 8-10). The head rests upon a round tray similar to the platters used in Ifa divination 

(see fig. 8-24) by Yoruba specialists. 

Fani-Koyade himself never directly addressed the imagery in this photograph, but other 

critics have picked apart his interviews and essays to find insights into this work. One 

statement in particular has been applied to this image: 

“On three counts I am an outsider: in matters of sexuality; in terms of geographical and 

cultural dislocation; and in the sense of not having become the sort of respectably married 

professional my parents might have hoped for. Such a position gives me a feeling of 

having very little to lose.” 

Yet an even more appropriate quotation might be: “In exploring Yoruba history and 

civilization, I have rediscovered and revalidated areas of my experience and understanding of 

the world.” 

Is the artist’s stance thus a form of domination or suppression, a rejection of this venerated 

royal image? Was the photograph an angry response to his family and to a culture where 

sexual activity between males was at one time simply unheard of? Or is the artist empowered 

by the object, absorbing the vital force, the ashe, of the head through his loins, channeling 

mystic strength into his sexual organs? Or, finally, is the artist shifting genders by giving 

birth to the head as a creative act, as a re-enactment of the creation of mankind by the orisha 

at the sacred site of Ife? Given the artist’s untimely death, we will never know. 

The transgressive art of Yinka Shonibare MBE (born 1962) is much more playful. Born in 

England to Nigerian parents, Shonibare lived in Lagos for many years. In addition to creating 

detailed scenes presented as an unfolding narrative in series of photographs, he has also 

A History or Art in Africa, 2nd edition 519



constructed sculptural groups consisting of mannequins wearing elaborate costumes—the 

mannequins are headless partly because Shonibare found them to be more amusing that way. 

As we can see in Mr. and Mrs. Andrews without their Heads (fig. 15-15), the costumes are 

made of brightly colored cotton cloth. The cloth is recognizable to West Africans as batik, or 

wax resist (or a printed imitation), originally made by hand in Indonesia, then industrially 

produced in Holland, and then made in factories in England or West Africa itself. Immensely 

popular in Western African nations today, the cloth is worn as an emblem of identity and 

pride by British youths of African descent. 

The mannequins are posed so that they copy the sitters in a famous portrait of a man and 

woman by eighteenth-century British painter Thomas Gainsborough. In Gainsborough’s 

painting, the couple are obviously members of England’s “landed gentry,” for the broad 

lawns of their estate appear behind them. Yet Shonibare has transformed this most 

respectable, most English couple into lower-class immigrants from Africa or the Caribbean 

by switching their silks and satins for African fabrics. Readers who have seen illustrations of 

displays of cloth from the Niger Delta (see fig. 9-57) may assume that these arrangements of 

cloth and clothing influenced Shonibare’s art, but the British artist has never actually 

witnessed such displays during his trips to Nigeria. Instead, his references are unique to the 

experiences of the African diaspora in England. (The letters “MBE” at the end of Shonibare’s 

name tell us that the artist has been made a Member of the British Empire by the Queen of 

England—this title underscores the themes of Shonibare’s work and delights the artist.) 

Shonibare’s whimsical work has been enormously popular with both critics and the public. 

This sets him apart from controversial British artist Chris Ofili (born 1968), whose parents 

were also Nigerian immigrants. Ofili’s most famous work (not reproduced here) has been 

titled Holy Mother of God, and was in a British collection exhibited at the Brooklyn Museum 

in New York. The mixed media collage features a broadly distorted figure representing the 

Virgin Mary, illustrations of female genitalia cut out of pornographic magazines, and clumps 

of elephant dung. Yes, elephant dung. As the exhibitors had hoped, Ofili’s painting was 

considered to be an offensive work of gratuitous blasphemy, and the mayor of New York 

City drew an extraordinary amount of media attention to the piece when he tried to retaliate 

against the Brooklyn Museum by cutting its funding. 

After a critic suggested that elephant dung might be an integral part of African religious 

practice, art historians specializing in Africa enjoyed a brief but intense debate, finally 

concluding (of course) that the suggestion was unfounded. While some scholars attempted to 

explain that Ofili’s Nigerian parentage and a visit to Zimbabwe did not necessarily confer 

“African” status upon his art, their opinion was largely ignored in the press. 
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CENTRAL, EASTERN AND SOUTHERN AFRICA 

A very different approach to art can be found in the photographs of Angèle Etoundi Essamba 

(born 1962) who studied philosophy and has been a dancer, a choreographer, and a poet. 

Born in Cameroon, educated in France, and choosing to study commercial photography rather 

than conceptual art, her work celebrates the physical beauty of men and women of dark skin 

and healthy bodies. The photograph shown here is part of a series known as “White Line” or 

“Le.fil conducteur,” where a flowing, calligraphic ribbon of white reverberates against the 

satiny black of an African face or an African body (fig. 15-16). As Essamba has written “the 

erotic, mystic and esthetic themes continually recur in my work.” 

Whereas many other photographers of the diaspora produce images meant to be ironic, 

skeptical, and distant, Essamba’s photographs are straightforward, joyful, and as unabashedly 

sensual as the painting of Pascal Kenfack or the sculpture of Leandro Mbomio Nsue (see 

chapter 10). Like Pascale Martine Tayou, another expatriate Cameroonian who is much more 

clearly oriented toward postmodernism, Essamba has participated in exhibitions in Douala. 

Her photographs are in the collection of the National Museum in Yaounde. 

A radical contrast to Essamba’s work may be seen in the work of a young artist born in 

Kenya and educated in the United Kingdom. Wangechi Mutu (born 1972) received her MFA 

from Yale University (as did Amir Nour, and Ethiopian American artist Julie Mehretu), and 

her collages are startlingly anti-aesthetic. The example shown here is an assemblage of hair, 

adhesive, and printed images of a face superimposed upon an engraving of a womb from a 

nineteenth-century medical manual (fig. 15-17). The image is clearly layered conceptually as 

well as physically, combining concerns of beauty with a woman’s reproductive role, and 

placing both into the context of sickness and health. Obviously this image, made available by 

the gallery representing Chris Ofili, is not meant to be aesthetically pleasing. 

Southern African artists who left the continent in the past were often political exiles. Uneven 

social structures and unequal access to education and cultural activities still encourage black 

South Africans such as Mosheka Langa to leave their native country for more opportunities in 

Europe. Today white South African artists such as Kendell Geers may also be in flight from a 

nation that they see as provincial, a country where restrictions are placed upon sexual, 

personal, and artistic freedoms. Gordon Bleach, born in the country now called Zimbabwe, 

emigrated to the United States and taught at the University of Florida. His photographs and 

installations were re-mappings of spaces and places in both Africa and the Americas. His 

experiences as a European African living on lands appropriated (stolen) from the original 

inhabitants informed his experiences living on lands stolen from Native Americans. 
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Artists of this most recent diaspora thus link their experiences of their native land to their 

knowledge of other cultures and other art worlds. They may act as bridges, linguists, and 

conduits for intercultural and intercontinental communication. The resources placed at their 

disposal, their access to the language and the culture of the West, give them a visibility (and 

authority) unavailable to artists now living in Africa. Ironically, these talented men and 

women are often seen as representing contemporary Africa, even when their experiences are 

very different from those of artists who live on the continent. As art historian Sidney Kasfir 

has stated repeatedly, today most African artists do not own passports. 

And even though expatriate Africans are expected to be familiar with the cultures of their 

ancestors, artists who are closely tied to communities of the African diaspora in the 

Caribbean, in Central and South America, or even in the southern United States, may have a 

deeper understanding of African religious beliefs and cultural practices. Deeply rooted in the 

New World, sometimes sharing family ties with both European Americans and Native 

Americans, these artists bring an extraordinary perspective to their explorations of ancient 

traditions from Africa. It is the art of these men and women that is discussed in the next 

chapter. 
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16 Art of the African Diaspora in the Americas 

AFRICANS WERE TAKEN INTO slavery and shipped across the Atlantic from early in the sixteenth 

century until the first half of the nineteenth century with nearly half being transported during 

the eighteenth century. Approximately fourteen million Africans survived the Atlantic crossing 

and, though they left their material culture behind, they were cultural beings who carried inside 

them various ways of approaching and interpreting life. Congregated in the New World, they 

formed communities and developed new means of meeting the same expressive and artistic 

needs they had felt in Africa. In some cases, Africans speaking the same language from the 

same cultural group were gathered together on plantations, especially in the Caribbean and in 

Brazil, and recognizable cultural practices from their homelands were revived and continued. 

Often cultural influences from several areas of Africa melded together. The Haitian religious 

practices known as Vodou, for example, combine Yoruba, Kongo, and Fon elements. In the 

United States, slave-owners, fearing rebellions, made an effort to group together Africans of 

varying cultural and linguistic backgrounds in order to suppress communication and 

collaboration. Still, Africans found what was most common among them and expressed 

themselves in ways reminiscent of their home cultural practices, though perhaps in more 

general ways. 

One reason Africans became the primary slave labor in the New World was that they were 

visibly different and, unlike white indentured servants, could not melt into the free white 

population. Whites entered into contracts for specific periods of indenture after which they 

were free, but blacks became a profitable long-term solution to the labor shortage. 

Nineteenth-century efforts to categorize human groups became the foundation for racism as an 

ideology to justify the slavery and subjugation of Africans, and to separate them from 

Europeans socially. The result was that most whites thought that a person of African descent 

was fundamentally different, inferior, and destined for physical or menial labor. 

After slavery was abolished, the continued existence of racism affected the aspirations, 

status, and consciousness of black people. The social restrictions and obstacles they faced 

affected the production of art, and it is useful to consider these social and historical factors 

when looking at the work of African American artists. The making and appreciating of 

paintings and other objects considered to be “fine art” in nineteenth-century Europe and the 

United States were upper-class activities. The social and economic oppression faced by blacks 

made it difficult to pursue this kind of art as a career prior to the second half of the twentieth 

century. Forms of expression considered to be “folk art” or “popular art,” however, were less 

encumbered by racism, and seem (ironically) to have flourished when segregation kept black 



communities more homogeneous than they are today. 

As we have seen throughout this book, culture is dynamic, and new circumstances and 

outside forces and elements have an effect upon artistic expression. Africans brought to the 

Americas in the diaspora often used new materials to express themselves. English, French, and 

Spanish cultural forms and practices also affected them, as did those of Native Americans. In 

the islands of the Caribbean, Asian immigrants (especially those from India) also had an 

important influence upon their arts. Throughout the Americas, succeeding generations of the 

diaspora sought to become full members of the New World societies in which they were born. 

ART IN SLAVE AND FOLK SETTINGS 

One of the earliest art objects made by Africans in the New World still available to us is a drum 

acquired in Virginia in the late seventeenth century (fig. 16-2). The drum displays the shape 

typical of apentemma drums made by the Akan peoples of Ghana (see chapter 9). Like those 

African drums, this one is carved with bands of saw-edged designs, alternating patches of 

vertical grooves, and plain squares. The drumhead is secured by tightening pegs, just as Akan 

drum heads are secured. The materials of its manufacture, however, set it apart: the wood is 

American cedar, the skin that of a deer. It is very possible that the maker of this drum was born 

in Afrca, but as time passed specific African designs, such as those found on the drum, gave 

way to more general African-influenced design in the creation of artifacts in New World slave 

settings, particularly in the United States. 

African architectural influences can be seen in the Americas, where they blended with 

indigenous (Native American) forms and European traditions. One such influence is the front 

porch found in several Western and Central African cultures. Like the covered verandahs of 

interior courtyards in Africa, porches provide a sheltered sitting area in hot, humid climates. 

Built in the eighteenth century, the slave quarters and the big house of Mulberry Plantation in 

South Carolina are examples of another African architectural element transplanted to the New 

World (fig. 16-3). The steeply pitched hip-roofs on these structures resemble some West 

African thatched roofs. The advantage of this design, where the roof comprises over half the 

height of the structure, is that the heat in the interior can rise, keeping the house cooler. Also, 

heavy rain runs quickly off the roof rather than sitting and seeping through the thatching. 

Another New World form with African roots is the Haitian caille, with its wattle-and-daub 

construction technique and thatched roofs which are found in Africa as well as in early 

European housing (fig. 16-4). The example shown here has a front porch and a hip-roof without 



gables similar to the roof of African House at Mulberry Plantation. 

These houses, with their long narrow formats and in-line rooms, eventually translated into 

the form known as a “shotgun” house (see fig. 16-27). Shotgun houses can be found all over the 

southeastern United States, mainly in black neighborhoods, although they occur elsewhere. 

Built with wood or bricks, shotgun houses have a roof that is less steeply pitched than the 

African House. Most roofs are gabled, as in the example shown here. The narrow, gable side 

usually faces the road. John Michael Vlach, an expert on these structures, calls it an 

“architecture of intimacy among black people.” Inside, three or more rooms are aligned 

consecutively, an arrangement that forces inhabitants to interact with one another. Particularly 

fine examples of shotguns were destroyed when Hurricane Katrina flooded the neighborhoods 

of New Orleans where this architectural form had flourished. 

Many of these art and architectural forms adapted new materials and hybrid forms, but they 

expressed an African cultural logic. In some cases one can find direct formal links to African 

expression. In other cases the continuing influence of African expressive forms reveals itself in 

more subtle ways. Quilts, for example, are European in origin, but African Americans adopted 

the craft and many have applied a different aesthetic to their design. Asymmetry and strip or 

string designs often mark African American quilts. Georgia native Harriet Powers (1837–

1911) created an appliqué quilt evocative of the narrative appliqué banners of the Fon kings of 

Dahomey (fig. 16-5; see fig. 8-49). Powers drew her subjects from her own experiences, local 

folklore, and her deep Christian faith. The second panel from the left in the upper register refers 

to May 19, 1780, when stars could be seen in the daytime sky, an event so notable that it 

survived in local lore. The central panel in the second register depicts a meteor shower of 

November 13, 1833, that frightened people into believing the end of time had come. Financial 

hardship eventually forced Powers and her family to sell the work, beginning the journey 

leading to its residence in a museum. 

SPEAKING THROUGH NEW FORMS 

In the late eighteenth century, a work by Scipio Morehead (whose dates are uncertain) 

illustrated a volume of poetry by Phyllis Wheatly, and Joshua Johnston (c. 1765–1830) began 

painting portraits in the Baltimore area. These African Americans were among the first on 

record to engage in these activities. However, during the nineteenth century several talented 

African American artists developed notable art careers, creating memorable work using the 

forms, materials, and aesthetic traditions of European Americans. 

One of the first accomplished African American painters was Robert Duncanson (1823–



72), a man of mixed ancestry who resided for most of his adult life in the Cincinnati area. 

Duncanson exhibited the broad range of atmospheric and emotional elements in his work 

typical of the style of American landscape painting known as the Hudson River school. Few of 

his works included African American subjects. At the end of the 1820s, blackface minstrelsy 

emerged as a favorite form of entertainment in the United States, and it spread stereotypical 

ideas about plantations and blacks throughout American popular culture. These negative 

stereotypes combined with the dearth of black patronage and the reluctance of white patrons to 

purchase art with central black subjects explain why African American painters tended to avoid 

black Americans or references to African American vernacular culture. 

Aspects of African Cultures 

Artists Working Outside the Frame 

Among the slaves brought to the New World were accomplished sculptors, brasscasters, 

blacksmiths, architects, leatherworkers, weavers, and potters. Their skills were highly valued 

by their owners, and allowed some fortunate artists to earn or bargain their way to freedom. Yet 

the works they made were usually not signed, and we often cannot tell whether an unsigned 

object made in the Americas during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was made by a 

slave, a freedman, or by someone of European ancestry. 

While most objects created by men and women of African birth or descent conformed to 

the tastes and desires of their employers, some personalized art works have survived that were 

evidently made for the artist’s family and friends. For example, an early American figure cast 

of iron recalls a Bamana staff, and nineteenth-century jugs from Georgia have faces tied in 

concept (if not in style) to Akan terracottas. Countless baskets, walking sticks, textiles, and 

household implements document skills passed from generation to generation in African 

American communities. Like the drum based upon Akan models (see fig. 16.2), these objects 

are examples of African American “folk art”—art once considered to be too inexpensive, too 

popular, and too useful to be regarded as “fine art.” 

As art academies and art institutes began to flourish in the United States, their graduates 

insisted that only properly educated artists could create “high art.” Yet even in the late 

nineteenth century, collectors prized the creative vision of artists without formal academic 

training. Harriet Powers, for example, was admired by white patrons as well as by members of 

her own community. The work of sculptor William Edmondson (c. 1870–1951), whose simple 

stone statues are somehow full of both insight and emotion, won unprecedented critical 

acclaim for a “self-taught” artist; the Museum of Modern Art in New York held an exhibition 



of his work in 1937. Horace Pippin (1888–1946) put brush to canvas after he returned to the 

United States following his military service in World War II. His paintings were purchased by 

Albert Barnes, who placed them in his private museum with his collection of Matisses, 

Picassos, Renoirs, and African sculpture. 

Sometimes these independent spirits have been inspired to create because of their religious 

faith. This was the case for James Hampton (1909–64), a janitor in Washington, D.C., who 

filled his rented garage with fabulous constructions made of found objects covered with 

metallic foil. The twenty-seven-foot-long installation that Hampton created in response to the 

Biblical Book of Revelation is called The Throne of the Third Heaven of the Nations 

Millennium General Assembly, and is now in the National Museum of American Art of the 

Smithsonian Institution. Another well-known artist inspired by Christian visions was Sister 

Gertrude (1900–80), whose bold paintings are covered with roughly applied brushstrokes and 

fragmentary texts. Religious fervour also drove the creativity of Bessie Harvey (1929–94), 

whose sculptural work was made using diverse materials. It has a mysterious intensity. 

Perhaps the most famous of all of the diaspora’s “outsider artists” was Jean-Michel 

Basquiat (1960–88). The son of middle-class émigrés to New York from the Caribbean, 

Basquiat learned to paint by covering surfaces with illegal graffiti. He roamed the streets 

during the 1980s, when the city was besieged by crime and graffiti was the visible face of the 

breakdown of civil society. Basquiat was “discovered” by dealers and artists such as Andy 

Warhol, who saw the young man as exotic, sexy, dangerous—and talented. They encouraged 

him to paint magnificent, raw images on canvas before he succumbed to the pressures of his 

celebrity with a cocaine overdose. Today he is idolized by art students throughout the world, 

and his influence can be seen in the work of dozens of young painters from the African 

continent. 

Gradually higher education has become more accessible to black Americans, and more art 

institutions are enrolling African American students. The graduates of such formal programs 

are able to make art that conforms to the expectations of an artistic mainstream, and (as can be 

seen in the works illustrated in this chapter) they often have done that very well indeed. 

However, talented men and women of African descent continue to make art without having 

been given an official certificate allowing them to do so. They may still work alone, without 

joining a group or cooperative. As in Africa, academically trained artists see themselves as 

more accomplished and sophisticated than either community-based artists (“traditional 

carvers” in Africa, “folk artists” in the United States), or self-taught artists (“visionary,” “naïf,” 

or “outsider” artists on both continents). After working hard to achieve their professional 



status, mainstream artists may resent the critical attention given to men and women who have 

followed their personal creative vision rather than an approved curriculum. In both Africa and 

the United States, formally educated artists ask an important question: do critics champion 

“outsider” artists because the artists produce work that is fresh, original, and compelling; or 

because of racist stereotypes that see African artistic creativity as spontaneous, uninhibited, 

and anti-intellectual? MBV 

Edmonia Lewis (c. 1843–1909) was the first woman artist of African descent to gain 

prominence in the United States. Details about her life are sketchy, but she was born to African 

American and Native American (Ojibwa) parents. Lewis attended Oberlin College for a while 

before being forced to leave after a highly publicized trial in which she was accused of 

poisoning two of her roommates. 

After leaving Oberlin, Lewis began to produce portraits of well-known abolitionists of the 

time, and through her art and the support of patrons she was able to travel to England, France, 

and Italy. She settled in Rome in 1866 and developed her academic neoclassical style there. 

One of her most notable works in this mode, and one of the few that survive, is Hagar (fig. 

16-6). Lewis dealt with racial themes and subjects in her work more directly than most 

nineteenth-century artists of African descent, and Hagar illustrates how she pursued these 

themes with subtlety and allusion. 

In the Old Testament of the Bible, Hagar is an Egyptian woman and servant (slave) to 

Sarah, wife of Abraham. Abraham and Sarah, unable to have a child of their own, decide the 

Abraham will impregnate Hagar, and she gives birth to a son, Ishmael. But when Sarah herself 

is able to produce an heir, she convinces Abraham to drive both Hagar and Ishmael into the 

wilderness to die. Here Hagar is shown in prayer as God tells her that she and her son will 

survive their ordeal and prosper in a new land. As a slave forced to have sexual relations with 

her master and forced to watch her son being repudiated by his father, Hagar’s plight was 

shared by many black women in the New World. Even though the Neoclassical figure of Hagar 

is not clearly identifiable as an African woman, the statue would have been seen in the 

nineteenth century as a protest again the slavery of African Americans. 

In 1893, at the same time as the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, blacks from 

Africa, the Caribbean, and the United States convened the Congress on Africa, possibly the 

first pan-African meeting. In attendance was Henry O. Tanner (1858–1937), the most 

accomplished and prominent African American artist of his time. That same year, Tanner 

completed The Banjo Lesson (fig. 16-7), one of the few paintings of his career that depicted a 

scene from the life of poor African Americans. The painting joined a long list of 



nineteenth-century images depicting blacks as entertainers playing banjos or fiddles, including 

one by Tanner’s former teacher at the Philadelphia Academy of Art, Thomas Eakins. However, 

Tanner’s work differs from most of these in its humanism and in its subtle expression of 

African American cultural practices. 

African and African American cultural patterns often were preserved and contained in 

musical performance and within religious rituals. The theft and distortion of African American 

musical performance through blackface minstrelsy caused many to associate black musicians, 

and the instrument most closely associated with them, the banjo, with stereotypical ideas and 

images about black people. The name “banjo” came from an African designation variously 

named in the Caribbean as banza (Martinique), bangil (Barbados), banshaw (St. Kitts), bonja 

(Jamaica), and found as bangio in South Carolina and banjou in Philadelphia as early as 1749. 

The name most likely was derived from the word mbanza, denoting a plucked string instrument 

in the language of the Mbundu people of the Kongo region. It was constructed from gourds, 

wood, tanned skins, and had hemp or gut strings. 

The Banjo Lesson presents a tender exchange between an elder and a youth, alluding to an 

educational tradition of inter-generational exchange in which lore and lessons were handed 

down. It also suggested that the musical skills attributed to many people of African descent as 

“natural” and “instinctive” were, in fact, the result of work and developed intelligence. 

Tanner’s use of the banjo in this work was a significant act, reclaiming the banjo from 

stereotypical definitions. 

The African legacies that contributed to African American vernacular practice had been 

given dignity as suitable subjects of a work of “fine art.” In this highly accomplished painting, 

executed in a long-established European tradition of naturalism, Tanner is sensitive to nuances 

of light and color. Tanner developed this image from observations and photographs he made 

during an excursion to rural Georgia and North Carolina in 1889, a trip that sensitized him to 

the lives and concerns of southern rural blacks and to their cultural expressions. Soon after 

completing The Banjo Lesson and another painting of African American life, The Thankful 

Poor, Tanner turned almost exclusively to religious subject matter for the next thirty years or 

so. He spent the last years of his life in Paris, where younger generations of artists were 

encountering African art. 

The sculpture Ethiopia Awakening (fig. 16-8) by Meta Warrick Fuller (1877–1968) can be 

seen as an extension of Tanner’s painting and Edmonia Lewis’s sculpture. Fuller’s work 

allegorically depicts a woman emerging from a deep, mummified sleep into lively animation. 

The lower portion of her body is still wrapped as if entombed, but the upper torso has begun 



turning and waking from a metaphorical sleep. The work also suggests a butterfly forcing its 

way out of a cocoon into a new life. Ethiopia—from an ancient Greek word meaning the land 

of the “sunburnt people”—was a term that embraced a variety of African peoples found in 

Egypt, Libya, Nubia, or Kush, down into the region of the present-day nation-state of Ethiopia. 

The term had long been applied to signify things African or black in American 

parlance—minstrel performances often were called Ethiopian operas—and Fuller uses it in this 

way here. 

Fuller, who like many prominent African American artists of the era studied in Europe, 

worked in a narrative style. Her work, like that of Edmonia Lewis, suggested African themes 

and used Egypt as a synonym for Africa. With Ethiopia Awakening, however, the focus of 

Fuller’s work moved toward a pan-African imagination. She linked the growing 

self-consciousness and self-confidence of African Americans with global trends, and her 

implication that racial identity was the equivalent of national identity as a means for unity in a 

common cause reflected the ideas of W.E.B. Du Bois (1868–1963), an eminent African 

American intellectual and one of the co-founders of the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). 

RECLAIMING AFRICA 

The last decade of the nineteenth century and the first several of the twentieth century 

witnessed a number of significant events and trends that radically affected African and African 

American consciousness. The 1893 Chicago Congress on Africa was followed by the 

formation of the African Association by Trinidadian Henry Sylvester Williams in England in 

1897, and a Pan-African Congress in 1900 in England. The sacking of Benin by the British 

Punitive Expedition in 1897 led to thousands of finely cast and carved African art objects 

appearing on the market. German ethnographer Leo Frobenius stumbled upon some of the Ife 

heads during the first decade of the twentieth century (see chapter 8), and their naturalism 

challenged erroneous assumptions that African art was unintentionally abstract because of an 

inherent African inability to produce naturalistic work. The growing hommage to African art 

paid by European avant-garde artists contributed to an increased scrutiny in the West of things 

African and a growing appreciation of African aesthetics. In the 1920s dancer and performer 

Josephine Baker, a black woman from St. Louis who moved to Paris, highlighted the 

fascination among the French with black cultural expression. W.E.B. Du Bois helped organize 

several pan-African conferences beginning in 1919, and the Marcus Garvey movement 

energized masses of blacks in the Americas and Europe with increased interest in Africa and 



their links to the continent. 

Image and Idea 

Africa became a part of the cultural imagination of many artists in the late 1920s and 1930s. 

People of African descent in the United States had reached the second and third generations of 

the post-slavery period, and various migrations had moved many people from harsh, 

impoverished conditions in rural settings to the crowded urban settings of Chicago, New York, 

and smaller Midwestern and West Coast cities. People of the diaspora also emigrated to the 

United States from Caribbean communities in search of economic opportunity. In the minds of 

most whites the African heritage of Caribbean immigrants linked them with African 

Americans, and their shared experience of being black encouraged some pan-African ideas and 

sentiment. However, few of the artists of New World diasporan communities had actually been 

to Africa, and so the image and idea of Africa that inspired them, though important, was of 

necessity an imaginary one. 

In 1925 Alain Locke published his important essay “Legacy of the Ancestral Arts” in the 

March issue of Survey Graphic magazine that he edited about Harlem, the neighborhood where 

most African Americans in New York lived. In this essay, reprinted later that same year in his 

significant book The New Negro, Locke implored African American artists to look to Africa for 

inspiration and aesthetic ideas just as European modernists such as Picasso, Braque, and 

Modigliani had done during the previous two decades. He also addressed the need to overcome 

the visual stereotypes of the nineteenth century, which had codified a distorted view of the 

physical features of people of African descent. Locke’s challenge to African American artists 

was made during a period when artists and intellectuals were approaching their African cultural 

heritage from a perspective of self-discovery. 

Many artists and poets of the astonishing flowering of literary, musical, and artistic talent 

known as the Harlem Renaissance created imaginary African settings or people in their work. 

Like the poets of the slightly later Négritude movement of francophone West Africa and the 

Caribbean (see chapter 4), they explored the notion of essential African personality traits. In 

the United States, this translated into an idea of the Negro “soul.” The poet Langston Hughes 

connected African Americans with the Congo, Nile, and Mississippi rivers in his famous poem 

“The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” and Countee Cullen asked, “What is Africa to me?” in his 1925 

poem “Heritage.” 

Congolais, by Nancy Elizabeth Prophet (1890–1960), is emblematic of this trend (fig. 



16-9). Prophet studied in France and taught for a while at the all-black, all-female Spelman 

College in Atlanta. Perhaps Congo, like the terms Egyptian and Ethiopian, here signifies things 

African in general, because the hairstyle of the figure is more like that of a young Maasai from 

East Africa than anything worn by Central African peoples. Yet the work attempts to penetrate 

the facade of stereotypes that limited Western understandings of African peoples at that time: 

although it presents an African subject, it does not emphasize her African-ness, nor does it 

exoticize her. Instead, it presents her as a human being with whom one might have things in 

common. Her downward gaze does not confront the viewer but suggests a moment of 

introspection and repose. One can gain some sense of the personality of this unnamed subject, 

and the overall effect is of a portrait. 

Lois Mailou Jones (1906–98) revisited the sense of Egypt/Ethiopia as a metaphor for an 

exalted African past in the black imagination with her 1932 painting The Ascent of Ethiopia 

(fig. 16-1). In this work she visually links contemporary African American creativity with the 

culture of ancient Egypt, represented by pyramids and the large profile of a pharaoh that 

dominates the foreground, suggesting a continuum of African achievement. Drama, music, and 

visual art are highlighted within concentric circles that organize and energize the composition. 

References to the arts emerge from behind skyscrapers just above the pharaoh’s head, and each 

discipline is performed symbolically by black silhouettes. Art and civilization are linked 

graphically, mirroring the philosophical ideas of Locke, Du Bois, and other intellectuals of the 

period who felt that artistic and cultural achievement would help facilitate black acceptance 

into Western societies. The black star centered within the moon at the upper left of the image 

could represent Marcus Garvey’s Black Star Line of ocean vessels. As a big, black-owned 

business, it gave hope to many blacks for economic freedom, much as the north star, almost a 

century earlier, served as a guiding light for slaves fleeing north from bondage via the 

Underground Railroad, a network of contacts that ensured safe passage. 

On the West Coast, Sargent Johnson (1887–1967) explored an interest in the physiognomy 

of African Americans in his sculpture. “It is the pure American Negro I am concerned with,” he 

said in a statement published in 1935, “aiming to show the natural beauty and dignity in that 

characteristic lip and characteristic hair, bearing and manner; and I wish to show that beauty 

not so much to the White man as to the Negro himself.” The 1933 sculpture Forever Free 

reveals Johnson’s interest in color, form, and understated social statement (fig. 16-10). The 

sculpture depicts a dignified mother protecting her two children at her side. The frontality of 

the work, its closed form, and the stylization of and emphasis upon the head link it stylistically 

with some freestanding African sculpture, yet its simplified form gives it abstract qualities that 



also invoke modernism and the work of Johnson’s European contemporaries such as Brancusi 

or Henry Moore. The surface was created through techniques similar to those used by ancient 

Egyptian artists. It was covered with several coats of gesso on fine linen. Each coat was sanded 

before the next was applied, and finally the smooth surface of the statue was polished to a high 

luster. 

Thematically, Johnson’s work improvises upon an 1867 work with the same title carved in 

marble by Edmonia Lewis. Like Lewis’s work, the subject becomes an allegorical 

representative of black people rather than an individual portrait. The work aggressively 

portrays a mother’s dignity, her protective instincts, and her acceptance of the social 

responsibilities of motherhood. The dark skin that was so discredited by white American 

society, and in some ways by black Americans themselves in an intra-group conflict of light 

versus dark skin, here is celebrated and associated with an array of positive characteristics. 

Cuban artist Wilfredo Lam (1902–82), a contemporary of Lois Maillou Jones, brought a 

Caribbean perspective to the leading modern artists of the century. He grew up in Cuba, the son 

of a Chinese father and a mother of Congo descent, and his godmother was a priestess of 

Lucumí, also known as Santería, a religion that developed in Cuba from Yoruba belief. He 

moved to Europe at age twenty, living first in Spain, then in Paris, where he came under the 

artistic influence of Picasso and cubism, and also of André Breton and the surrealists. In 1941, 

at the beginning of World War II, Lam returned to Cuba. There he combined the diverse 

cultural and artistic influences of his life in works such as The Jungle (fig. 16-11). 

Painted in 1943, The Jungle reveals Lam’s use of the geometry and multiple simultaneous 

views of cubism, the juxtaposition of images in sometimes surprising configurations found in 

surrealism, and the iconography and meaning found in Afro-Cuban religious practices. Figures 

that combine human, animal, and vegetative elements suggest humankind’s oneness with 

nature. Horse-headed females recur in Lam’s work beginning in 1941, and while these often 

allude to Picasso’s work, especially the horse of Picasso’s anti-war mural Guernica, the figure 

at the far left in The Jungle refers to the important Lucumí practice of possession. In possession 

the devotee is said to be “mounted” by the spirit, orisha, in an exchange of divine energy and 

potentiality, ashé. Lam’s surrealistic grafting of figures onto each other created a metaphoric 

intersection suggestive of the joining of the orisha with the devotee through possession. 

Several of the figures in this painting lift their palms upward in a gesture of offering, 

heightening the sense of ritual activity in the work. 

The full buttocks of the figures on either side of the work suggest an awareness of a 

physiognomic trait often associated with women of African descent. Such concern would link 



Lam coincidentally to Sargent Johnson’s concern with black physiognomy a decade earlier. 

Another artist whose work evinces a concern with positive portrayals of black physiognomy 

was African American Aaron Douglas, renowned for his graphic images and murals. His 1944 

work Building More Stately Mansions reiterates the idea of linking contemporary African 

Americans to ancient Egypt (fig. 16-12). One of many commissions executed by Douglas 

narrating African American achievement and history, this work articulates black contributions 

to the construction of modern and ancient civilizations as designers, engineers, and workers. 

Douglas developed a visual shorthand in his silhouettes for the representation of a black 

body that was recognizable, but not stereotypical or derogatory. It seems most evident in this 

work with the image of the young boy touching the globe in the lower right of the frame. The 

globe is the center of a series of concentric circles expanding beyond the picture frame, and this 

geometry, along with the slight changes of value in each circle, organizes the composition in a 

manner superseding and complementing the verticals and diagonals of the work. A pyramid in 

the upper left near the silhouette of a pharaoh is echoed variously by the church steeple in the 

center, the ancient tower to its right, and by the perspective angle of the skyscraper below the 

pyramid. The work prescribes education for the recruitment of today’s children as future 

contributors to the long history of Africans building civilizations and societies. 

David Miller, Jr. (1903–77) lived and worked in Kingston, Jamaica, with his father, also an 

artist. Between 1940 and 1974 he carved a number of heads that explored the physiognomy of 

blacks. His Head from 1958 combines the rich, dark color of the wood with stylized African 

features to create a powerful and sensitive work (fig. 16-13). The head has been elongated and 

narrowed, its protruding jaw emphasized, but the bags under the eyes and the wistful 

expression suggest a world weariness. The slight smile on the full lips both Africanizes the 

work and personalizes it, emphasizing the fullness of the lips while presenting an expression of 

restrained emotion that often is culturally prescribed in African art. Its naturalism and 

smoothness recall the bronze heads of Benin (see figs. 9-12, 9-13). 

New York artist Romare Bearden (1911–88) explored a variety of techniques and themes 

during his career, but he is most known for his collages portraying African American life in the 

South and in Harlem. Bearden became prominent as an artist during the Civil Rights era in the 

United States and was part of a group called Spiral. Inspired by the Civil Rights movement of 

Martin Luther King, Jr. and the 1963 March on Washington, Spiral organized an exhibition in 

1964 called Black and White, for which each artist created a work in black and white. Despite 

their intention not to be overtly political, they could not help but draw attention to issues of 

racial relations, seen as an opposition between those of dark (“black”) and light (“white”) skin 



tones. 

From Bearden’s discussions with Spiral grew an interest in devising photomontage 

collages, including a series drawn from his experiences growing up in North Carolina. The art 

historian Sharon Patton writes that the series focused upon the “daily and seasonal rituals, such 

as planting and sowing, picking cotton, baptisms in the river, night ceremonies when one hears 

‘down-home’ blues or jazz.” A 1964 collage, The Prevalence of Ritual: Baptism, combines 

Bearden’s interest in and study of modern art stylistic movements such as cubism, surrealism, 

and abstract expressionism with African and African American cultural references (fig. 16-14). 

The title of the work links baptism rituals in the black church with older African religious and 

social rituals, which is emphasized by the figure to the lower left with the face of a Kalahari 

Ijaw mask (see fig. 9-38), partially painted and partially collaged from photographs. Other 

quotations include a Baga D’Mba (see fig. 16-16), in profile in the upper right, and a white face 

in a Gabonese style (see figs. 10-38, 10.40). This juxtaposition of the old with the new speaks 

of the effort made by many artists in the African diaspora to reconcile their heritage with their 

current circumstances. 

A small church appears at the upper left corner of the image behind railroad tracks and a 

train engine. Elements in the work suggest that this baptism is taking place down by the 

riverside, and the total effect is to establish a sense of place, both socially and geographically, 

for the participants in the ritual. The church must be in a small town or rural area to be so near 

a river for outdoor baptism. As in blues music, where they often serve as a symbol of longing 

and of the potential of renewal through relocation, trains allude to black migrations from the 

South. For Bearden, the train also was “a symbol for the other civilization – the white 

civilization and its encroachment upon the lives of blacks. The train was always something that 

could take you away and could also bring you to where you were.” The train tracks often stood 

as an actual color line in southern communities dividing whites and blacks physically and 

socially from each other. Bearden seems to have created an image drawn from a small southern 

black community enacting age-old ritual to transcend time, place, and difficult conditions. 

Ritual, baptism, and the train all suggest liminal points, places of transition or crossing 

over. The figures in the foreground dominate the picture plane in the work, suggesting human 

importance. Created during the height of the Civil Rights movement when racial barriers were 

being challenged in the United States, this work may suggest that American society appeared to 

be on the threshold of a significant transition in race relations. This transformation of the social 

order was driven by the simple, persistent religious faith of the people following the leadership 

of their clergy. 



Hale Woodruff (1900–80) commemorated the centennial of the 1839 Amistad mutiny—a 

celebrated incident when Mende captives took over a slave ship off the coast of Cuba to free 

themselves—with a series of murals at Talladega College in Alabama. In their form and 

inspirational character the works show the influence of the Mexican muralists David Rivera, 

José Orozco, and David Siquierios, whom Woodruff had met during a Mexican sojourn. The 

subject of the murals served to connect African Americans with Africans in the historical 

struggle for freedom. Woodruff was living in Atlanta at the time, and the year before 

completing the murals he also produced several works protesting the lynchings of blacks in the 

South. Living in the segregated South made Woodruff terribly aware of social issues 

concerning African Americans, but his move to New York in 1943 for a Rosenwald Fellowship 

gave him the freedom and resources to focus upon new aesthetic concerns. 

Woodruff completed several important mural projects after moving to New York, but by 

the mid-1950s he had abandoned social realism in favor of abstraction. His 1969 painting 

Celestial Gate shows how he eventually turned to African design for subject matter in his later 

abstract work (fig. 16-15). Painted in the expressive, painterly style of abstract expressionism, 

the work’s underlying motif is a Dogon granary door decorated with images based upon Asante 

gold weights (see fig. 5-15; fig. 7-13). Woodruff said, “I have tried to study African art in order 

to assimilate it into my being, not to copy but to seek the essence of it, its spirit and quality as 

art.” He combined elements from two different African societies to make what can be 

interpreted as a pan-Africanist statement calling for unity among various peoples of African 

descent. 

Getting Behind the Mask: Transatlantic Dialogues 

In the 1960s and thereafter, African artists such as Lamidi Fakeye (born 1928) travelled to the 

United States and taught workshops. Fakeye is a Nigerian sculptor who trained in the Yoruba 

tradition, and he allowed Americans to have direct contact with an heir to the great masters of 

the Yoruba past. By 1971, Skunder Boghassian (1937–2003.) of Ethiopia was a professor of art 

at Howard University, where he was a colleague of several of the prominent artists discussed 

here, including Lois Maillou Jones (see fig. 16-1) and Jeff Donaldson (see fig. 16-16). 

Dialogues joining artists of African descent in Europe, the United States, and the Caribbean 

helped artists all around the Atlantic basin to develop unique voices in the contemporary 

international art world that reflected sensibilities rooted in their cultural foundations, but often 

either transcended ethnic identities or rearticulated their perspectives in the formal and 



conceptual languages of modern and postmodern art. 

Jacob Lawrence visited Nigeria in 1964, where he worked for months at Ulli and Georgina 

Beier’s Mbari Mbayo workshop in Ibadan (see chapter 8). Though he produced an interesting 

series of works based upon his Nigerian experience, Lawrence was too far advanced in his 

career for the experience to have a radical impact on his imagery. However, during the 1960s, 

black nationalism, the Black Arts movement, the revitalization of pan-Africanism, and the 

optimism spawned by the increasing number of African nations throwing off the yoke of 

colonialism contributed to more aggressive explorations of African art and culture by younger 

African American artists, writers, and intellectuals. Many travelled to Africa for varying 

lengths of time, and the pan-African ideas of Kwame Nkrumah, Ghana’s first leader after 

colonial independence, were inspirational to many in the diaspora. This kind of direct 

experience allowed many in the African diaspora to gain a fuller understanding of African 

cultures, to develop relationships with people and artists living in Africa, and to confront their 

similarities to and differences from Africans. The romantic projections of Africa under the 

generic terms of Ethiopia, Egypt, or Congo gave way to more specific images. Artists began to 

penetrate the facade of form in African art. They began to get behind the mask. 

One of the early artists to explore the ideas behind African forms was Jeff Donaldson 

(1932–2004), an artist who spent his formative years in Chicago, and studied the history of 

African art with archaeologist Frank Willett at Northwestern University. Donaldson was a 

founding member of the artist collective AfriCOBRA (African Commune of Bad Relevant 

Artists) in 1968. Art historian and curator Tuliza Fleming has written that Donaldson’s 1968 

work, Wives of Shango (fig. 16-16), is one of the first to incorporate African concepts and ideas 

in an African American setting rather than employing narrative scenes of Africans or using 

masks or cloth patterns. 

Wives of Shango has three African American women standing defiantly in the dress and 

Afro hair styles of the 1960s, and carrying belts of ammunition and rifles. They represent the 

Yoruba deities, Oya, Oba, and Oshun who are the consorts of Shango, the powerful orisha of 

adjudication, thunder, and justice. As Fleming writes, the three figures are “the symbolic 

representations of Yoruba power and strength.” She indicates that this is Donaldson’s first 

AfriCOBRA work. 

In a statement formulated at the conference he organized in 1970 in Chicago, CONFABA 

(Conference on the Functional Aspects of Black Art), and revised in a philosophical concept he 

called TransAfrican art, Donaldson championed art with African cultural and aesthetic 



properties mediated by the specific circumstances within which the artists operated. He felt that 

there were shared qualities in visual expression found in Nigeria, the United States, the 

Caribbean, and wherever artists of African descent who celebrated and articulated their root 

cultures might be found. However, the particularities of their local experiences generated 

unique specificities. Perhaps an examples might be seen in the musical forms of reggae, blues, 

early jazz, highlife, samba, rhythm and blues, salsa, hip hop, calypso, and zouk; expression 

found all around the Atlantic basin. 

Born in the Virgin Islands, Ademola Olugebefola (born 1941) was a member of a group of 

artists in New York called Weusi, a Swahili word meaning “blackness,” which promoted the 

study of African culture. Olugebefola’s painting Shango evokes the Yoruba deity associated 

with thunder (fig. 16-17). Among the Yoruba the god is represented iconographically by a 

double-headed axe. Olugebefola took this symbol as the primary design of his painting, but 

rather than reinterpreting the form of the Shango dance wand commonly seen in art collections 

(sec fig. 8-36), he opened it up to depict the energy inside, the ashé that animates the deity. 

Shango is a deified ancestor, a Yoruba king who was known for his fire and passion. He is 

represented by the exciting colors red and white, and his devotees wear beads in those colors. 

Olugebefola has included cowrie shells, once used as currency in West Africa, in various 

sections of the painting, alluding to sacrificial offerings made to deities. Cowrie shells, because 

of their shape, can suggest either a woman’s vulva or, seen in profile, a pregnant woman. The 

axe form is surrounded by a rich blue field, a reminder that Shango is a deity associated with 

sky forces, but the lower portion of the figure shows roots reaching toward some deep 

subterranean fire. As with most African art, the deity is not imagined naturalistically. Instead, a 

series of visual signs and signifiers elucidate the concept of Shango. 

After returning from Africa in the early 1970s, Charles Searles (born 1937) painted a series 

of works called Nigerian Impressions, translating the experience of being in Nigeria into 

rhythmic, patterned compositions. One of the most notable paintings in this series is Fìlàs for 

Sale (fig. 16-18). Fìlàs are caps sold by Hausa traders all over Nigeria, and a pyramidal pile of 

them can be seen at the bottom of the image. Abstracted human figures fill the picture field, 

creating a sense of rhythmic movement and activity, much as they do in a Yoruba carved door. 

Patterns and mask-like images pack the space with vibrant colors and curvilinear shapes. 

Fìlàs for Sale captures the sometimes overwhelming experience of an African marketplace, 

with vendors piling their wares in open view, people in bright clothing moving about, and the 

air filled with the sound of voices. The many patterns suggest the visual impact of a 

marketplace, but they also operate as a sort of visual equivalent for the layered polyrhythms 



characteristic of much African music, where drums may weave varied timbres and rhythms 

together in a complex tapestry of sounds. The painting’s interlocking and overlapping patterns 

and rhythms fill the image area, leaving no sense of negative space, an idea that may be related 

conceptually to the approach of the adventurous jazz saxophonist John Coltrane in the early 

1960s. 

Yvonne Edwards Tucker (born 1941) found a sense of her spiritual self through the earth. 

She says that clay talks to her about “the spiritual nature of earth and our journey on it.” Along 

with her artist husband, Curtis Tucker (1939–92), she developed a love for ceramics while she 

studied at the Otis Art Institute in the mid-1960s. There she began to include philosophical and 

narrative elements in her works and to emphasize sculptural concerns over the kind of 

utilitarian concerns normally associated with ceramics. 

In the early 1970s the Tuckers saw a demonstration by English ceramicist Michael Cardew 

and Nigerian potter Ladi Kwali that inspired them to change their focus from ideas and 

techniques derived from Chinese and Japanese ceramics to those of Africa. Yvonne Edwards 

Tucker traveled to West Africa in 1975, hoping to gain a fuller understanding of her African 

heritage and to learn more about African ceramic techniques. 

Tucker’s vessel Amadlozi for Jean, Raku Spirit Vessel (fig. 16-19) capitalizes upon certain 

technical innovations in raku firing techniques devised by her husband in conjunction with 

Nigerian potter Abbas Abahuwan at a summer workshop in Maine in 1974. Japanese in origin, 

raku is a spontaneous technique where hot pots are pulled from an open kiln with tongs and 

plunged into a container filled with combustible materials. Putting a lid on the container creates 

a reduction atmosphere, resulting in a black surface on unglazed sections of the pots and 

unpredictable changes and variations on glazed surfaces. The Tuckers’ variation, which they 

call Afro-raku, first bisque-fires the pieces in an electric kiln and then raku-fires them in a gas 

kiln. 

Tucker says that she has long had an interest in African sculpture and prefers handbuilt clay 

sculptural forms to functional pots thrown on a wheel. In this work, which Tucker calls a “raku 

spirit vessel,” she improvises upon ideas of spiritual containment found in Kongo minkisi (sec 

chapter 11) and in the African American practice of placing pieces of broken vessels and plates 

on the graves of loved ones. The wing-like forms of the lid suggest flight, yet they also have an 

abstract quality. It is a metaphorical work suggesting spiritual and ancestral ideas. 

Autobiography: Water/Ancestros/Middle Passage/Family Ghosts by Howardena Pindell 

(born 1943) presents another approach (fig. 16-20). Rooted in the ideas and techniques of 

contemporary American painting, it nevertheless actively acknowledges the artist’s African 



ancestry. In this work, and in the whole Autobiography series, Pindell uses her personal 

multicultural heritage as a means of making larger statements. She addresses the horrific 

Middle Passage of the Atlantic slave trade and suggests that she is a product of that experience. 

The work is dominated by varied tones and textures of blue that imply the ocean and perhaps 

suggest blues music and the process of transforming pain and pathos into art. Pindell’s work 

expresses a political consciousness rooted in very personal interpretations and a communal 

identification with her African American identity. Her work does not use formal or easily 

recognizable African references or modes of expression. However, Pindell has described how 

her studies of African art led her to see parallels between the rich textures of her surfaces and 

the raised patterns that once covered women’s bodies and were carved upon art work in central 

Africa (see the Luba works illustrated in chapter 12). 

AFRICAN HERITAGE IN POPULAR AND RITUAL ARTS 

One of the more important preservatives of culture is ritual, because its insistence on fidelity to 

what was done before makes it resistant to change. It is possible to hear songs in 

African-derived religions like Lucumí or Candomblé still performed in African languages 

using their original African drum rhythms in much of the Americas. Celebrations of Carnival 

draw upon African masquerades and performance arts. Also, as we have seen, North American 

practices such as placing broken pottery on gravesites exhibit African customs adapted to new 

settings. 

While African art forms that have been retained and revived throughout the Americas are 

too numerous and too complex to be discussed here, several examples can demonstrate their 

importance to the African diaspora. Yoruba and Fon deities found in renovated form in the 

New World in religious and ritual settings include the ancestral spirits known as egun in Brazil 

(fig. 16-21). The art historian Robert Farris Thompson writes that the name “also refers to an 

orixa, Egun, the ancestor inquisitor, personification of the probing moral demands of the 

gods.” Like some Yoruba egungun (see fig. 8-38), Brazilian egun costumes are made of 

layered cloth. Egun are further adorned with mirrors and beads whose colors link each one with 

a particular deity. The red and white beads of the masquerade shown here link it to Shango. 

Among the Yoruba, the cloth of the egungun costume contains and conceals the spirit 

within. In the same sense, the cloth of the egun mask contains the spiritual force it represents. 

The concept is similar to the BaKongo practice of tying to contain spiritual powers, as seen, for 

example, in the nkisi nkondi nail figures from Kongo (see fig. 11-1). In Brazil, strips of colored 



cloth are tied around items on altars, while in Salvador, Catholic worshipers tic strips around a 

cross to request a blessing. Since West and Central African cultural practices overlapped in 

Brazil, it is very likely that the qualities and meanings of cloth from different cultural practices 

collaged in ritual circumstances. 

In Haiti, sequined flags called drapo have been employed in the service of Vodou religious 

worship to announce religious affiliation and spiritual militancy in devotion to deities, lwa. 

Drapo may have been influenced by the appliqué banners of the Fon kings of Dahomey (see 

fig. 8-49). They also borrowed from the ways in which European colonial masters used flags 

and banners. Few examples prior to 1900 exist but a church historian recorded that during the 

benediction of the Cap Haitian parish church in 1840, members of Vodou societies came with 

drums and banners to join the celebration. The significance of drapo to the societies was 

illustrated between 1865 and 1867 when a witness to a government campaign against Vodou 

noted that flags belonging to the societies were prominent among the ritual objects destroyed. 

Many contemporary flags are made of satin, velvet, or rayon and are often adorned with 

sequins, beads, or appliqué. As embodiments of spirit they incorporate the colors and symbols 

of the deity. The flag shown in figure 16–22 is organized around a graphic emblem called a 

vèvè, a ritual drawing created on the ground to evoke the lwa. The central point of the crossing 

lines of the vèvè here indicates a crossroads where the spiritual and physical worlds intersect, 

and where the spirit arrives when invoked through ritual. Patricia Polk has written that the 

“scrolls, curls, and lacework patterns of the vèvè constitute a fundamental means of 

consecrating ritual space and a basic geometry for much of Voudou’s sacred art.” The linear 

star-like forms throughout the work are derived from nsibidi signs from Nigeria (see fig. 10-4). 

The snakes depicted on this drapo refer to Danbala, a deity associated with water, coolness, 

and wisdom who is related to the Fon deity Dambalah Hwedo (see fig. 8-55). The heart forms 

refer to Ezili Freda, a female deity associated with love and affairs of the heart. The circular 

form refers to another lwa, Simbi, a water deity associated with healing. During the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, campaigns to suppress the practice of Vodou led to strategies to 

maintain it behind the facade of Catholicism, so while drapo imagery can be related directly to 

creolized African deities, these deities may also be masked by or syncretized with a Catholic 

saint. Christian saints incorporated into Vodou were selected because their histories and 

qualities closely approximated those of a particular African deity. 

When looking at a ritual conglomeration as art, one must read its components and 

colors—its symbolic elements—as visual statements before examining its formal aesthetic 

qualities. Often such complexes are constructed by specialists or experts. The Throne-Altar for 



St. Lazarus/Babalú Ayé (Obaluaiye) by Ramón Esquivél (died c. 1993) is an excellent example 

(fig. 16-23). 

A trono is an altar of enthronement and initiation, and this one with its purple satin 

background and central mirror has a royal formality and symmetry. Here we find evidence of 

African-derived religious practice that has moved from the Caribbean to the northeastern 

United States. Christian and African religious beliefs have been blended together through a 

number of symbolic elements. The sense of visual and textural splendor is created by the use of 

rich textiles, including the white lace forming a canopy above the altar and the gold cloth 

accenting the white satin covering the altar table. 

The Yoruba and Fon deities who inflict and heal epidemic diseases include Obaluaiye 

(Babalú Ayé in Cuba); in the New World he became associated with the Catholic St. Lazarus 

(San Lázaro). Robert Farris Thompson writes that Obaluaiye’s moralizing purpose is to instill a 

sense of social conscience. “Obaluaiye, lame, was driven mad by persons making fun of his 

infirmity, whereupon he took out a broom and some sesame seeds (iyamoti) and swept the 

seeds into the air, charging the atmosphere with fever and epidemic. Thus he warns you not to 

make fun of the afflicted or of the poor, for ‘little people’ can exact vengeance.” Obaluaiye is 

more than just a deity of fever and disease. He also is a god who punishes evil-doers and the 

insolent. According to Thompson, he is an incarnation of “moral retribution.” The bowls of 

popcorn in the shrine refer to the seed imagery of the Obaluaiye story. 

Lazarus was raised from the dead by Christ, and Catholic chromolithographs show him on 

crutches, his body marked with signs of leprosy, the disease that killed him. He eventually 

became the Bishop of Marseilles and therefore has been associated with a bishop’s purple 

robes. However, the scars on his body allowed him to be linked with smallpox and Obaluaiye’s 

connection to epidemics. 

In recent years the line between art and religious ritual has become less distinct. Artists 

have begun making works that approximate and improvise upon altars and ritual spaces, and 

functional altars and ritual settings have been incorporated into art publications and 

exhibitions. 

Brazilian artist Eneida Assunçao Sanches (born c. 1963) believes in the orixa (African 

deities; pronounced “orisha”) that are the focus of Candomblé, the African-derived religion of 

her native state of Bahia. Yet the racial distinctions that have become so rigid in the United 

States are not maintained overtly in Brazil, so Sanches, while experiencing African cultural 

practices most of her life, only as an adult came to identify herself as being black. Her art work 

increasingly began to explore themes and imagery derived from the black culture that pervades 



most of Brazil and which she took for granted. 

The sculpture Jornada impressa no metal (altar de Oxossi) expresses Sanches’s deep 

interest in earth materials such as metal and stone, as well as her experience in Candomblé (fig. 

16-24). The work is a tribute to the orixa Oxossi who is a hunter deity associated with the 

forest. A rhythmic pattern of leaf forms dominates the upper portion of the work, evoking the 

practice of placing fresh leaves on the ground during the performance of Candomblé 

ceremonies where the orixa are honored and asked to visit believers through possession. 

Many African art works were designed to be used in rituals, but Sanches, like many of her 

contemporaries elsewhere in the western hemisphere, has created a work that looks at rituals 

through art. The work suggests that the viewer is a participant in a ceremony. Historical and 

autobiographical narrative of the kind found in Howardena Pindell’s work is passed over in 

favor of a memory and evocation of cultural practices. 

Houston Conwill (born 1947) was one of the earliest artists to produce work based upon 

African ritual. While doing graduate study at the University of Southern California, Conwill 

became interested in tracing ideographic marks on the ground—joining a larger artistic trend of 

studying sites and nature—and preserving them in latex castings. To his fascination with the 

earth he added an interest in linking African histories and practices with contemporary 

America. His 1978 juju Installation, which included a ritual performance by the artist, shows 

the blending of these interests (fig. 16-25). The “juju” of the title is the popular term used 

generically for spiritual or magical practices in much of English-speaking West Africa. 

Conwill spent time in the Air Force, and Juju Installation, as it has been photographed here, 

shows the sense of mapped or aerially photographed territory that he developed through flying. 

From above one can see the large circle that defines the space and encloses several smaller 

circles and one large rectangular form. Sand and stones form the ground (or background) of the 

work, which is organized visually by the rectangular piece of cloth laid across the sand. 

Lacking tall structures and not dependent upon walls, the work has a sense of existing in an 

open space that easily could be seen from above. 

The two major elements in Juju Installation are the stool structure pictured to the left and 

the circular container opposite on the cloth to the right. The stool is a reference to the stools of 

authority and kingship of the Akan peoples of Ghana (see chapter 7). Metaphorically these 

stools embody the interests and sanctioned authority given by a community to their ruler, and 

they are adorned with designs and patterns full of meaning that is not readily decipherable by 

outsiders. Conwill has adorned his stool with ideographic marks of the kind he had been 

inscribing in the earth. 



The item across from the stool is a gut bucket. In the African American South gut buckets 

were used to contain the entrails of slaughtered animals. The term became a vernacular 

reference to something very basic or fundamental in black life and even came to describe a 

certain mode of blues music. To this one Conwill has added Kongo nkisi bags, textures, and 

ideographic marks both inside and outside. By including this particular item in the installation 

he has linked an African royal icon with the most basic and vernacular African American 

symbol; the new and old worlds have been connected. The bloody, gut-wrenching experience 

of slavery’s Middle Passage has been incorporated into the lore of African peoples and made 

iconic in a sacred ritual space. 

Some artists in the diaspora have focused their creative expression to create objects that are 

both utilitarian and artistic. Sonya Clark is one such artist. In several Nigerian cultures, the 

head is regarded as the most important part of the human body because it is the seat of thought, 

moral strength, spiritual presence, and personality. This outlook is the foundation for emphasis 

on the head in Yoruba sculpture and for the important role played by beaded crowns. 

Clark has made headwear that improvises upon African crowns and caps, and African and 

African American hairstyles. Many of her creations have sculptural qualities that draw 

attention to the head of the wearer. Bristle Sprout (fig. 16-26) suggests that the head is a 

germinating seed, and it makes references to the Yoruba orisha Eshu, a deity who also appears 

in New World religions such as Vodou, Santería, and Candomblé. Eshu is a trickster deity, and 

a messenger who travels between earthly and spiritual realms. The conical form emerging from 

the cap’s center is based on iconography associated with representations of Eshu, and the 

spikes bristling from the surface, true to Clark’s Trinidadian heritage, are a bawdy reference to 

phallic imagery (compare fig. 8-30). For those unfamiliar with the Yoruba/Caribbean 

significance of Eshu, Clark has provided a playful title that is a pun on the brussels sprout, a 

vegetable with a cabbage-like head. Her use of inventive forms and bright colors makes this 

work, like all her creations, a strong statement of cultural identity. 

SIX CONTEMPORARY ARTISTS 

John Biggers (born 1924) was one of the first African American artists to visit West Africa, 

traveling to Ghana in 1957. He combined African patterns and a symbolic approach to imagery 

with rounded figures and spatial depth. He came to terms with his own African heritage and 

discovered that his experiences growing up in America had certain resonances with African 

life. In the later stages of his career, Biggers was able to blend his sense of both worlds in his 

paintings and murals. 



Biggers grew up in Gastonia, North Carolina, and many of his art works draw upon his 

early years there. Shotguns is one of a series of works that pay tribute to these iconic 

architectural structures that are so familiar to him (fig. 16-27). He uses this architectural 

reference as a foundation for a further tribute to the mothers and grandmothers who sustained 

him and so many families of the community during harsh times. 

The houses have been clustered to form a pattern that seems to be derived from Kuba cloth 

(see fig. 11-61), but might also suggest the geometry of a quilt. Five stylized women stand on 

the front porches of the work in frontal formal poses that seem similar to the stalwart mother in 

Johnson’s Forever Free. Their poses and masklike faces link the women to African sculpture, 

which often is meant to be seen from the front and in which the face is often stylized or 

abstracted. 

Railroad tracks run in front of the houses and, like Bearden’s collage The Prevalence of 

Ritual, speak to racial segregation and the rail line that often divided black and white 

communities. Tracks also suggest the mobility offered by railroads as blacks in the United 

States left the South, migrating northward and westward in several waves during the twentieth 

century. 

Renée Stout (born 1958) grew up in Pittsburgh, and two elements from her childhood there 

have rippled forward into her mature art. One was the presence in her neighborhood of a 

spiritualist and seer who called herself Madam Ching. Stout developed a curiosity about the 

woman, and subsequently about spiritualists, mystic powers, and transformative objects. The 

other element was a Kongo nkisi nkondi nail figure she saw in her local museum when taking 

Saturday art classes there (see fig. 11-11). After art studies at Carnegie Mellon University, 

where she became a photo-realist painter, these memories resurfaced insistently, leading her to 

create sculptures such as Fetish No. 2 (fig. 16-28). 

Fetish No. 2 was created as a protective charm for the artist. Its title, rich in exoticism and 

psychological mystery, uses the term coined by Portuguese observers to describe images they 

believed were idols. She drew upon her knowledge of African nkisi complexes, some folk 

mysticism that occasionally surfaced in her family experience, and her interest in spiritual 

realms outside the Christian church. The work is a self-portrait, a ritual object, and a 

fascinating sculpture. An nkisi is created by a ritual expert, nganga, for a client and activated 

through rituals to become a vessel for the spirit that is called to do the client’s bidding. Stout 

has cast herself as an artist and ritual expert creating the object, the client who has 



commissioned it, and the object itself. Not only has she engaged what is African in her deeper 

sensibilities, but she has placed herself within a concept that is African. 

James Phillips (born 1945) was born in Brooklyn, grew up in Philadelphia and Virginia, but 

has lived and worked in New York, Washington, the Bay Area of California, and Japan. His art 

blends African elements with New World expressions such as jazz and occasional Asian visual 

elements, an approach that reflects an awareness of his African heritage even as it insists on his 

status as a citizen of the modern world aware of many cultural traditions. 

Phillips’s works use patterns, often improvised from Kuba cloth, symbols and imagery 

from various parts of Africa, and high-affect colors. His 1987 painting Mojo shows the 

complexity Phillips has developed in his work (fig. 16-29). The central figure is a double-faced 

image suggesting the ability to see into two worlds. A Ghanaian adinkra symbol known as gye 

nyame (“fear only God”) is at the summit of the central row of images and reappears several 

times below (for adinkra, see fig. 7-13). The four gun images, symbols of protection, are also 

of Ghanaian origin. 

Egyptian symbols are sprinkled throughout the painting, including Nut, the sky goddess, 

who appears inside the large double-faced figure at the center. Egyptian birds, symbols of 

renewal or resurrection, appear on either side of the central panel at the bottom. Their presence 

creates a sense of transparency in the vertical zigzag lines running through them, and thereby a 

sense of spatial depth. 

Though this work has a geometric logic in its design, a close look shows that the small 

rectangular areas on either side are not symmetrical. Many are slightly offset, creating an 

asymmetrical rhythm. These structural variations along with color and tonal changes are part of 

the artist’s effort to make the work musical in the same sense that jazz artists John Coltrane and 

Charlie Parker created horn solos whose organization was fundamentally rhythmical despite 

the play and innovation with modes or chords. 

Cuban-born artist José Bedia (born 1959) has no known African ancestry, but he grew up 

with an Afro-Cuban cultural and religious background. In 1976, when Bedia was a teenager, 

his mother took him with her during her visits to a priest of the Afro-Cuban religion known as 

Palo Monte. The name of the faith refers to “trees of the sacred forest,” and it has Kongo roots. 

In Haitian Vodou the two primary African sources are Dahomean Rada (which includes 

Yoruba ideas) and Kongo Petwo. In Cuba these two sources form two separate religions, the 

Dahomey/Yoruba-based Santería and Kongo-based Palo Monte. 

In 1983 Bedia applied for initiation in Palo Monte. During the night of initiation Kongo 

cosmograms were drawn on his back in white for protection. Seven signs including crosses and 



parallel lines were finely cut into his chest. Bedia says, “Before my initiation, my art was 

essentially photographic anthropology. But after entrance into Palo I began to make drawings, 

lots of drawings, with a deliberately down-to-earth line.” 

Another influence was a series of conversations and visits he had with Wilfredo Lam in 

1980, while Lam was in a Cuban hospital recovering from a serious illness. Lam told Bedia to 

ponder the lean, spare forms of Bamana headdresses (see fig. 4-20) and this seems to have 

contributed to the elongated stylized figures that developed in Bedia’s subsequent drawings 

and paintings. 

A great deal of Bedia’s work is built around linear graphic images. Often his canvases are 

shaped, as can be seen in the 1993 work Lembo brazo fuerte (fig. 16-30). The canvas is shaped 

like the lower portion of a circle or the silhouette of a pot or calabash. The background of the 

work is a reddish brown and the linear forms are either light yellow or white. It reads like a 

banner with symbols and printed text. 

The art historian Judith Bettleheim indicates that in Cuban culture most things are 

cross-referenced and may have layered or fluid meanings, so Bedia’s title and imagery for this 

work must be read cryptically. Lembo, as understood in Cuba, is a KiKongo word for “arm.” 

Brazo fuerte means “strong arm” in Spanish, but also refers to a Palo spirit. The plant 

associated with this spirit is the marabú, represented in the center of the painting. The dominant 

image in the work is a bent arm, which doubles as a switchblade knife that is cutting a piece of 

the marabú for placement in a ritual pot. The head depicted in profile within the knife is the 

artist’s, a signature device that appears in all his work. The metal of the knife also suggests the 

Rada deity of Ogou, a spirit associated with justice, or any spirit associated with metal. 

The linear imagery on a flat background alludes to a system of cosmograms used in Palo 

Monte known as firmas, which are similar to the vèvè of Haitian Vodou. Like a Dogon dama 

masquerade performance (see chapter 5), the meanings within Bedia’s work become 

increasingly apparent the deeper one is initiated into the system behind it. 

Though Bedia is not of African ancestry, the African qualities of his work point up the 

significance of culture in making distinctions between people and the ways they see the world. 

Racial definitions function very differently in the United States than in places like Cuba or 

Brazil where whites have practiced African religions since the nineteenth century. The 

creolization of various European, African, and Native American cultures have led to complex 

expressive forms in the Caribbean and South America and a general acceptance of fluid, 

layered definitions and practices. Bedia’s work, like that of Wilfredo Lam and Eneida Sanches, 

reflects these complex mixtures. His racial heritage does not prevent him from making art of 



the African diaspora. 

Cuban-born artist María Magdalena Campos-Pons (born 1959) moved to Boston in 1990. 

She was born in an old slave barracks in La Vega in Matanzas, Cuba. Matanzas province was 

the center of the Cuban sugar industry in the nineteenth century. Its population is mainly of 

African descent, and it has a rich history of resistance and communal effort. There were slave 

revolts there in 1825, 1835, and 1843. Some escaped and helped form maroon communities 

(palenques) on the northern coast, interior mountains, and southern swamplands of the 

province. She says that her great great grandfather was Yoruba and arrived in slavery. 

In Cuba, unlike Haiti or Brazil, Yoruba and Kongo religious practices did not combine in 

one hybrid form. Therefore Palo Monte and Lucumí operate independently with differing 

rituals and practices. Campos-Pons, whose grandmother was a practitioner, grew up in the 

Lucumí tradition and her work provides different references than might be found in Bedia’s 

work. 

Campos-Pons does work in photography, video, installations, and mixed media, much of it 

connecting with her Cuban background and family, particularly the plight or experience or 

familial relationships of women. She does not overtly claim African connections or beliefs, but 

says that Africa was all around her when she grew up. African references present themselves 

naturally in her work with titles like Seven Powers That Came From the Sea, an installation 

with projected images suggesting Yoruba spirits arriving on slave ships, the colored beads 

associated with the Yoruba orisha found in Lucumí in Cuba, and When I Am Not Here/Estop 

Alla, a series of photos dealing with the protection of the ancestors (fig. 16-31). The eyes 

covering the woman’s back in this photograph, likely the artist’s unique self-portrait, suggest a 

spiritual watchfulness in all directions. Interestingly, they are wide open, in contrast to the 

half-closed eyes one finds in many African masks and sculptures, which imply spiritual 

presence within the believer and an introspection looking into the spirit world rather than 

outward into the physical one. In this case, the implication is reversed; instead of looking 

inward at the spirit, the spirits are looking outward for temporal danger. 

Willie Birch (born 1942) grew up in that most African and Caribbean city, New Orleans, 

surrounded by and immersed within musical and cultural traditions including jazz, rhythm and 

blues, jazz funerals, voodoo (or hoodoo), with its origins among the Fon peoples of Benin, Zulu 

parades during Mardi Gras, and the Mardi Gras Indians. Though he is well-educated, Birch 

creates art that is rooted in the folk traditions and music of New Orleans, a city local author 

Dalt Wonk says can only be understood if we recognize that the “main ingredient in the New 

Orleans cultural gumbo comes from Africa—by way of the Caribbean.” 



With his sculpture, The Trickster (To Look a Fool is the Secret of a Wise Man) (fig. 16-32), 

Birch improvises upon the African trickster lore founded upon characters like Ghanian Ananse 

the spider, and the Yoruba and Fon trickster deity Eshu or Legba. In the New World these 

characters become Aunt Nancy, Elegba (or Elegua), Papa Legba, Dr. Buzzard, Br’er Rabbit, 

and the Signifyin’ Monkey. Through guile and wit, tricksters overcome forces, creatures, or 

people more powerful than they, or they test the integrity and character of folk they encounter 

and challenge. The sculpture, with the boxed image at the navel, plays with the form of Kongo 

nkisi nkondi figures. Immediately above is an Egyptian ankh hanging from a chain as though it 

is a gold necklace of the kind worn by showy figures in the black community, such as 

preachers, pimps, musicians, and street dandies. The ankh as a form of cross has an oblique 

suggestion of the Kongo cosmogram, tendwa nza (or yowa), what Robert Farris Thompson has 

called a graphic articulation of the “four moments of the sun.” The cosmogram centers upon a 

cross with circles on the end of each arm, and a circular line connecting all four arms. In the 

ankh, and the Kongo cosmogram, the cross implies an intersection of the spirit world and the 

world of men; a place of power and powerful exchanges. It is at these crossroads, liminal 

intersections, where one encounters Papa Legba or Eshu. 

Birch has combined a sense of a charismatic figure from New Orleans, the mystical and 

mythical undercurrents of that city’s culture, African aesthetic icons and references, and his 

own unique artistry. The figure has adopted a fool’s visage with a paper bag hat filled with 

roots, red sunglasses resembling the 3-D glasses given out at quirky movie showings, and a 

bright colored tic as a mask to hide awareness and savvy. The man could be a fool, or a Mardi 

Gras character; a street performer, or a seer. The rough form of the work with its stiff posture 

and title lettered on the base seem to echo this theme, implicating the artist in a similar ruse of 

disguising his own competence and learning beneath a veneer of an untrained artist. 

Many of the art practices used by the artists discussed in this chapter differ significantly 

from the types of art created in the African societies of their historical origins. Yet many artists 

in the Americas have drawn upon the residue of various African cultural practices still active in 

whole or in part in the communities in which they grew up. Objects from early in the period of 

slavery, such as the drum from the seventeenth century that opened this chapter, were not much 

different from their counterparts in Africa. However, as time went on in the New World, the 

collision of European and African cultural practices in a completely new setting led to the 

development of new artistic forms that suited the new context. The art of the African diaspora 

is a rich, diverse range of expression. The work discussed here is a sampling, not a survey, of 

what has been done. 
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