FolkFusion

Functional African Art at the Illinois State Museum
By Stephanie Birch

Illinois State Museum, 2012

2

Acknowledgements
Dr. Bonnie Styles, Director, Illinois State Museum
Karen Witter, Associate Director, Illinois State Museum
Dr. Jonathan Reyman, Curator of Anthroplogy, Illinois State Museum
Douglas Carr, Photographer, Illinois State Museum
Paul Countreyman, Chief, Exhibition Production, Illinois State Museum
DeAnn Watt, Anthropology Curatorial Assistant, Illinois State Museum
Elizabeth Bazan, Illinois State Museum
Becky Dyer, Illinois State Museum
Dr. William Siles, Associate Professor of History, University of Illinois Springfield
Dr. Hinda Seif, Assistant Professor of Sociology/Anthropology and Gender
and Women’s Studies, University of Illinois Springfield
Dr. Peter Shapinsky, Assistant Professor of History, University of Illinois Springfield

4

Table of Contents
Forward .................................................. 6
Introduction ............................................. 9
Sculptural Art .......................................... 11
Kongo Nkisi Power Figure
Yaka Power Figure
Mahongwe Reliquary Figure
Muzidi Funerary Figure
N’dengese Figure
Bamana Boli Power Figure

Performance Art ..................................... 29
Bamana Vertical Ciwara Crest Mask
Bamana Horizontal Crest Mask
Yoruba Shango Dance Wand
Yoruba Talking Drum
Yaka Slit Drum
Chokwe Pwo Mask

Domestic Art .......................................... 50
Pende Stool
Kuba Cosmetics Box
Yoruba Opon Igede Ifa Divination Implement
Yoruba Ifa Divination Board
Yoruba Ibeji Figures
Akan Power Figure
Akan Comb

Conclusion ............................................. 75
Glossary ................................................ 76
Photo Index ............................................ 78
Bibliography ........................................... 80

5

Forward
The continent of Africa is vast, her peoples diverse, and their histories complex. Long viewed by the West as the
darkest corner of the world, Africa’s many influential kingdoms were anything but primitive. With political and social
influences spanning centuries, the Akan (12th-19th cent.), Benin (13th-19th cent.), Mali (11th – 17th cent.), Oyo (14th – 18th
cent.), Kongo (13th – 20th cent.), and Kuba (15th – 20th cent.) built wealthy and sophisticated empires. Their influences
spread outwardly with the Trans-Atlantic slave trade, as traces of these great kingdoms are ever present in the global African
Diaspora. Throughout the slave era, captives maintained their African roots through traditions in artistic style and
representations. The persistent relationship between Africa and the Diaspora is a testimony of the power of African folk art
in constructing identity and recording history.
An expression of one’s identity, the use of particular styles and motifs can indicate an artist’s ethnic group, tribe, or
familial heritage and are easily recognizable to neighboring peoples. Similarly, one’s possession of a particular object can
identify his or her place within society. The carved wooden hair combs of the Akan (pg. ) is a prime example of how ethnic
identity and social status are created and reinforced through art. In traditional societies where ancestors are worshipped like
gods, social history impacts identity constructs of many African peoples.
History in Africa, told through mythology and folklore, has been primarily maintained through oral traditions.
However, history has also been maintained by artists, considered to be visual griots, or storytellers. The history of a people
is etched into a mask or sewn into a textile. An artists’ work not only reinforces important social customs, it also reveals how
traditions have changed over time. An artist may incorporate stylistic elements of a neighboring people, influenced by trade,
intermarriage, or war. The artist who crafted the Kuba cosmetics box incorporated symbols of the neighboring Pende
people, demonstrating a cultural influence of the Pende within Kuba society.
While many assume global influences in African began with colonization in the 1880’s, African kingdoms were never
isolated. The ancient Egyptians are known to have traded with Mesopotamians dating back to 3000 B.C.E. (Before Common
Era). Long before the Trans-Atlantic slave trade began in the 16th century, the Spanish had established extensive contact
with many North African peoples. By the time King Leopold pushed for widespread colonization of the continent in 1888,
economic, cultural, and religious influences from Europe and Asia were already present.
However, such global influences certainly left their mark on African art. With colonization came new materials with
which to make art objects. The artists who crafted the Yaka power figure on page __ subtly incorporated found shot gun
shells found into the traditional style this type of figure. The use of a shotgun shell is very revealing: it establishes the time
and condition in which this piece was made. In King Leopold’s Ghost, Adam Hochschild writes of the violence brought to
Africa with colonization: E.D. Morel was an employee of King Leopold in the Belgian Congo, but resigned from his position
upon realizing that while goods and virgin materials were heavily exported from Africa, only guns and ammunition were
imported.
Additionally, the shotgun shells of the Yaka power figure contain its spiritual medicines. Objects, like this one, believed
to contain a living spiritual presence or power would have been de-activated prior to being sold. The diviner owning the
object would’ve removed any medicinal elements, thus removing the object of its power. However, figures of museum or
private collections with intact medicine packets are likely to have been illicitly taken.
Even though there is evidence of Western influences on traditional African art of the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
it is also clear that there was a resistance to change. While many converted to Christianity and Islam prior to colonization,
Europeans sought to “civilize” Africa. In his explorations journals, Sir Henry Morton Stanley provides detailed descriptions
of the character and nature of the various ethnic groups with whom he came into contact and placing them in a racial
hierarchy of savagery based on physical characteristics and behavior. Those ethnic groups placed at the top of Morton’s
social hierarchy were given positions in the colonial government and were most likely to adopt European clothing, housing,
culture, and religion. Those group placed at the bottom of the hierarchy were often subjected to the most heinous acts of
violence, to which they rebelled by resisting territorial invasion and cultural assimilation. For this reason, many customs were
changed by the presence of colonization in Africa, but thrived nonetheless.

With colonization came tourism, and African art soon became a commodity. Missionaries, explorers, and travelers
brought back with them authentic African objects. Whether kept in a curiosity cabinet or sold to a private collector, African
art was prized by the most elite, intellectual circles of European society, serving as a reminder of European conquest and
racial superiority over the “Dark Continent.” The more crude or primitive an object appeared, the better price a seller would
fetch. For this reason, many objects were altered after being removed from the continent. Primarily, all traces of humanity
were removed from statues and figures in an effort to make the object seem more animalistic and savage. Figures once
covered by clothing and jewelry were made naked and became known as “fetishes.”
Perhaps the greatest influence of the West on African art is perception. Preconceived misconceptions of racial and
social inferiority greatly impacted the way African art has been perceived by Western audiences. Once obtained for its
primitive qualities and mysterious allure, the perceptions of racial and social inferiority remain influential on the art market
in Africa today. Due to the persisting misconception that Africa is a single, homogenous country, many market artists are
adopting a pan-African identity through which to sell their art. Some types of traditional art are no longer produced by the
originating ethnic group, yet pan-African market artists re-create and sell reproductions of popular objects. For example, the
Songe mask on page __ is a reproduction. While the Songe are native to Central Africa, the object was made and sold in
West Africa, but is nevertheless true to form. Even though the mask was not made to be work in masquerade, the traditional
symbolism is retained.
Reproduction art is generally considered inauthentic by many collectors. However, as artists perpetuate the use of folk
styles in modern ways, they are creating new traditions in African art. Some market artists use elaborate processes to age
their work: objects are sometimes buried for periods of time or treated with chemical agents to add accelerate corrosion and
oxidization. Objects of this nature are generally referred to as “fakes,” or objects made to appear as authentic works of
traditional African art. In most cases, market art is easily distinguishable from traditional art objects, however, highly
educated and trained market artists are capable of crafting reproductions so detailed that some objects can only be
authenticated through carbon dating and chemical testing.
The Illinois State Museum possesses an extensive collection of African art, containing both authentic and reproduced
objects. With approximately 2,000 pieces of ethnographic African art, the ISM collection is one of the largest and most
substantial collections in the United States. Not only does the collection maintain important historical and cultural pieces of
numerous African ethnic groups, it identifies an African influence upon the people of the State of Illinois. Many pieces of the
collection were donated by the Springfield Art Association, which obtained their pieces from Springfield residents who had
once travelled to Africa. Some objects belonged to local missionaries and scholars who travelled to Africa during the
colonial era and were later incorporated into the ISM collection.
Art collected from Africa during the colonial period rarely date back prior to the mid-19th century. As most traditional
objects are made of organic materials, these art forms were never intended to last. Objects collected from the late-19th and
20th centuries offer a glimpse of social conditions, identity concepts, and historical interpretations at the time. While many
forms of traditional art are no longer produced, history retained through visual methodologies is being lost. With the future
of African historical scholarship in flux, collections like of the ISM must be preserved and interpreted.

Throughout Africa’s history, craftsmen developed
complex visual arts traditions, fusing technical skill
with abstract ideas from folklore, religion, and
politics. Much of what is commonly referred to as
“African art” was created to fulfill a specific
purpose or function within a particular society.
Either spiritual or physical, the function of an object
dictates its form, creating and perpetuating
traditions in artistic representation.
Focusing primarily on the regions of Central and
West Africa, “FolkFusion” explores the duality of
African art, expressed through the relationships
between form and function in sculptural,
performance, and domestic art.
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Sculptural Art
While seemingly having only a decorative
function, African sculpture often possesses a
spiritual purpose.
Some forms of African
sculpture contain the spirits of deities or
ancestors, protecting an individual or
community for harm. Others are reliquaries or
offerings for venerated ancestors. For such
sculptural art, materials used in art-making are
as important as the object itself. In using
spiritually powerful materials, like bone, herbs,
blood, and dung, a sculpture is transfigured
from a representational form to a vessel
harnessing the power of god.

An nkisi, often called “fetish,” is a material compositions through which
a spirit can be approached. Among the Bakongo, minkisi (pl.) often
contain “bilong” or medicines which activate and give supernatural
power to the object. For this reason, minkisi and similar objects from
other African societies, have become known as “power figures.”
Minkisi are maintained by the spiritual diviner within a community. Each
minkisi has an individual purpose; some types enforce social contracts,
such as marriage.
The importance of an nkisi in Kongo society is expressed through the
level of care and attention shown to the object. The rich patina of this
power figure developed gradually over a long period of time with each
offering of sacraficial materials. The gentle wearing of the wood shows
the history of the object and situates its place within Kongo society.

Fig. 1
Accession Number: 1978-032-0000
Provenance: Zaire (Democratic Republic of Congo)
Ethnic group: Bakongo
Type: Statue
Dimensions: 13 in. tall
Material: Wood, glass
A type of nkisi (power figure) of the Bakongo people of
Southwestern the Democratic Republic of Congo, with longated
cranium, glass eyes, and an upward glance typical of other minkisi.
Probably a “ghost” nkisi, a de-activated power figure with removed medicinal charms.
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Fig.1

Fig. 3

Fig. 2

Fig. 4

Fig. 2
Accession Number: 1981-031-0007
Ethnic Group: Yaka
Type: Power figure
Materials: Wood, feathers, shotgun shells, medicinal substances
Carved wooden standing power figure with a bulbous structure on each
side with feathers and 2 shotguns shells. Magical medicines intact.
Fig. 3
Accession Number: 1979-081-0000
Ethnic Group: Yaka
Type: Power figure
Dimensions: 11.1 in. x 2 in. x 2.75 in.
Material: Wood, pigment
Carved power figure in the form of stylized human, armless with
an open chest cavity. Medicinal pack has been removed and legs are coated with a red pigment.
Fig. 4
Accession Number: 1978-044-0003
Ethnic Group: Suku
Type: Power Figure
Dimensions: 4 3/8 in. x 1 1/6 in. x 1 1/8 in.
Materials: Wood, medicinal substance
Armless standing figure or “fetish.” Cavity in abdomen filled and partially sealed, containing medicines.
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Similar to the minkisi of the Bakongo, this power figure is endowed
with a healing power. Ancestor spirits contained in such power
figures ensure success for their progeny. The bent legs of the figure
suggest a dancing pose, evoking the living, spiritual presence of the
figure.
Like other types of AFrican scultpure, Kota artists have long
incorporated physical attributes found among their peoples.
Hairstyles and body markings are common ways through which
ethnic identity is defined. The artists’ handling of the material in
carving the face, with particular emphasis on the nose and scarred
cheeks, makes this piece distinctly Yaka.

Fig. 5
Accession Number: 1978-035-0001
Ethnic Group: Yaka
Type: Power Figure
Dimensions: 8 in. x 3 5/8 in. x 3.25 in.
Materials: Wood, cloth, straw, string, medicines
Trunk of figure wrapped in “fetish” bundle, with facial markings,
large nose, standing with feet apart, and straw projecting from bundle.
Style is common among the Yaka. “Banga” or medicinal materials intact.
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Fig. 5

Typically containing the skull (and
other important bones remaining
powerfully potent after death), the
reliquary figures protect the bones of
revered ancestors from malevolent
forces. The concave, shovel shape of
the figure is a traditional style of the
Bwete ancestor cult within Mahongwe
society. Reliquaries serve as highlyabstracted symbolic portraits of the
deceased.

Fig. 6

Fig. 6
Accession Number: 7548
Ethnic Group: Mahongwe
Type: Reliquary
Dimensions: 25 in. x 11 in. x 30 in.
Materials: Wood, copper
A highly stylized human head made of wood and covered in
strips of copper; used as a reliquary for ancestral bones. Box
or basket and bones have been removed. Uncommonly large,
likely representing an important clan member. Projection at
top of head refers to the hairstyle of clan elders.
Fig. 7
Accession Number: 4985
Ethnic Group: Kota
Materials: Ceramic
Market reproduction piece of a Kota reliquary figure, closely
related to the Mahongwe reliquary figure. General
appearance corresponds to traditional Kota reliquary pieces,
made of wood, covered by a thin layer of pounded metal,
and attached to a basket containing ancestral bones.
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While this piece was not created by a
Kota artist nor used as a reliquary,
reproductions like this signify the
influence of African art objects in the
global art market. Whether prized as
fine art or souvenirs, market art
retains stylistic qualities related to
social and/or religious functions.
Market art using tradition styles
signify a change in the purpose of
art-making in Africa and will create
new traditions in art production over
time.

Fig. 7

While African art has traditionally be
used to construct ethnic identity, African
artists of the post-colonial era have
begun to adopt a pan-African identity.
Artists creating reproductions, such as
the one seen here, employ popular and
easily-recognizable styles of African art
from all of AFrica.
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Fig. 7a

A muzidi figure of the Bembe people
in Central Africa calms the spirit of a
deceased person during burial, and
also serves a reliquary for exhumed
bones. Like the Bembe niombo
mummies, the gesture of this
particular muzidi references the
Kongo cosmogram, signifying the
transition between life and death.

Fig. 8

Fig. 8
Accession Number: 1979-072-0001
Provenance: Democratic Republic of Congo
Ethnic Group: Bembe
Type: Funerary Figure
Dimensions: 12.5 in. x 3.75 in. x 9.5 in.
Materials: Cotton, plastic, straw, wood
A “Muzidi “ figure made of straw, covered with
printed cotton cloth and decorated with strips of
blue plastic. Eyes and teeth made of wood. Figure
wears cotton hat. Hand sewn, style common.
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Fig. 8a- Niombo mummy

Fig. 8b - Funeral procession with muzidi

Fig. 8c -- Kongo Cosmogram
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Fig. 8d Funeral procession with Niombo mummy

Fig. 9a - Grave site with terra cotta funerary figures

Fig. 9

Fig. 9
Accession Number: 7194
Provenance: Ivory Coast
Ethnic Group: Agni
Type: Funerary figure
Dimensions: 6 in. x 4 in. x 3 in.
Materials: Terra cotta
Molded terra cotta head of a man with vertical scars on the brow line and
cheeks, and commemorating the deceased. Expresses both traditional
concepts in funerary sculpture and elements of European and Benin
portraiture. 19th century.
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Fig. 10
Accession Number: 1980-003-0002
Provenance: Ivory Coast
Ethnic Group: Atie
Type: Funerary Jar
Dimensions: 10.6 in. x 4.9 in.
Materials: Ceramic
Funerary, ceramic blackware vessel, in the form of a
stylized human head on an elongated neck with facial
markings. Made by women, Atie vessel are commissioned
as portraits of deceased dignitaries.
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Fig. 10

Fig. 11
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Beautification markings are often related to
proverbs. The spiral carved around the torso
of this figure refers to the phrase “All that
comes from the chief returns to the chief.” The
market artist who created the piece retained,
perhaps unintentionally, the artistic traditions
and proverbial symbolism of sculptures
originally produced by the N’Dengese.

Accession Number: 7287
Ethnic Group: N’Dengese
Type: Sculpture
Dimensions: 38.5 in. x 8.75 in. x 7.75 in.
Material: Wood
Carved male figure with no legs and incised geometric lines
on body, arms, and hair. Hair or head piece protrudes above
top of head. Reproduction.

Fig. 12
Accession Number: 7183
Provenance: Ivory Coast
Group: Baule
Type: Statue
Dimensions: 21.5 in. x 4.5 in. x 4.x5 in.
Materials: Wood
Carved standing figure with body markings and abstract
physical proportions; called “asie usu” or nature spirit.
Figures are commissioned by an individual plagued by an
angry nature spirit. The asie usu spirit is transferred into the
figure and given offerings to calm its fury. Baule artists carve
human portraits of the wild spirits, using body markings and
hairstyles to signifying one’s place in Baule civilized society.
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Fig. 13a - temple housing boliw

Housed in temples, boliw are sacred to
the members of the Komo society of the
Bamana, who alone know how to
activate and harness its nyama, or
spiritual power. Considered the most
potent of all Bamana sculpture and
feared by many, the boli is a symbol for
the Bamana universe. The power of the
boli
results
from
its
material
composition of esoteric materials, of
which bone, vegetable matter, metal,
dung, blood, chewed kola nuts, and
alcohol are commonly used.
One of the roles of secret societies in
Africa is to maintain local history and
wisdom through oral tradition. When
boys and girls enter adulthood, they
are separated from the community and
taught the ways of the people by the
village elders. Passed down from
generation to generation, the legacy of
a people is retained by such socities.
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Fig. 13

Fig. 13
Accession Number: 7239
Provenance: Mali
Ethnic Group: Bamana
Type: Ceremonial artifact
Materials: Wood, medicinal components
A stylized buffalo or cow made of mud, dung, and spiritually-charged materials.
A hollow channel running from mouth to anus through which sacrificial libations would
be poured. Shrine of the Komo secret society.
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Performance Art
Performance art across Africa has many forms.
Masks, musical instruments, and ceremonial
objects are used cooperatively in entertaining
audiences. Masquerades are extremely
popular among Central and West African
groups, telling the history of the people and
reinforcing social order. Often linked to
religion, a spirit chooses a devout man for
possession during masquerade, allowing the
spirit to dance and speak through the chosen
one’s body.
Masquerades are often used in telling the
creation of the world by God, from whom the
people descend. History is maintained orally
among many African peoples and combined
with folklore and proverbs, indicating that
history is as much present as it is past.

Fig. 14

Fig. 14a

Fig. 14b
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Fig. 14c

Ciwara, a wild beast, taught mankind to cultivate
the land. An excellent farmer, the ciwara tills his
field constantly without rest, an action expressed in
the dance of the masqueraders. Boys initiated into
the Ntomo society of Bamana perform in the
ceremony, as preparation for their future roles as
husbands, fathers, and providers.

Fig. 14
Accession Number: 1999-001-0013
Provenance: Ivory Coast
Ethnic Group: Bamana
Type: Headdress, ceremonial artifact
Dimensions: 36.6 in.
Materials: Wood, metal
Female ciwara crest mask resembling an antelope
in the vertical style, likely from the Segu people of the
Bamana kingdom. Crafted from a single piece of wood,
with metal embellishments. Woven cap missing.
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Fig. 14d

While vertical ciwara represent antelope,
horizontal ciwara found north of the Niger River
reference other animals, particularly serpents and
lions. The vertical ciwara, as with most Bamana
sculpture, is crafted from a single piece of wood,
while the head and body of the horizontal ciwara
are carved separately. Attaching the head to body
of the horizontal ciwara is a reflection of the two
worlds of the Bamana universe: one earthly and
one spiritual.

Fig. 15
Accession Number:1980-079-0003
Provenance: Mali
Ethnic Group: Bamana
Type: Crest mask
Dimensions: 12.5 in. x 10.5 in. x 2 in.
Materials: Wood, metal
A ciwara crest mask with small body, large head, and long horizontal horns.

Fig. 15a
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Fig. 15
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Fig. 16
Accession Number: 1980-084-0008
Provenance: Liberia
Group: Dan
Type: Headdress
Dimensions: 22.5 in. x 13.6 in. x 9 in.
Materials: Feathers, cane cotton cloth,
animal skin, pigment
Woven basket cap with attached feathers, animal skin
band, and semi-circular cloth panel painted with white
dots on each side. Probably worn in masquerade with
mask representing a forest spirit.

Fig. 16
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Fig. 17
Accession Number: 7455
Provenance: Ivory Coast
Group: Unknown
Type: Headdress
Dimensions: 13 in. x 7 in.
Materials: Fabric, animal horn, feathers, animal hide
Headdress made of cotton with attachments of horns,
cowrie shells, animal ears. Rather than using other
materials to represent an animal, many artists choose to
signify the social and economic importance of an animal
by using the most salvageable portions. In doing so, the
magical potency of the object iis intesified.
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Fig. 17

Fig. 18

Fig. 18
Accession Number: 1982-028-0002
Provenance: Cameroon
Group: Ekoi
Type: Crest mask
Materials: Wood, hide, bone, basketry, fabric, human hair
Headpiece in the form of a skull-like human head with hair and an open mouth,
revealing bared teeth and tongue. Skinned-covered masks are unique to the reigion.
It is suggested that the masks were worn during war dances, representing slain
enemies and carried as trophy heads. However, the true purpose
of these masks remain illusive.
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Fig. 18a-c
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Fig. 19
Accession Number: 1982-031-0009
Provenance: Liberia
Ethnic Group: Dan-Guere
Type: Face mask
Materials: wood, cloth, fur, human hair
Mask with protruding round eyes, bulging brow, hair beard, and light
colored hair on sides. Considered grotesque in its appearance, the
“Bagle” mask is worn during a masquerade to entertain the crowd
through satirical re-enactment of historical events while reinforcing
social order among the Dan.

While many entertaining masquerades tell
tales of local lore and history, identity is also
re-inforced. In order to understand the
narrative of the mask, one must be fully
integrated into the community.

Fig. 19

36

Fig. 20
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Fig. 20
Accession Number: 1979-071-0002
Provenance: Nigeria
Group: Igbo
Type: Cap mask
Dimensions: 22 in. x7.5 in. x 8.75 in.
Materials: Wood, pigment
Carved mask in the form of a human face with complex openwork
structure. Called “Mmowo,” the maiden spirit mask is considered the
incarnate dead, protecting the living and representing female beauty.
While wearing the Mmowo mask, male dancers entertain the audience
with exaggerated dances of Igbo women.

Fig. 21
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Fig. 21
Accession Number: 1975-091-0000
Provenance: Nigeria
Group: Yoruba
Type: Cap mask / Headdress
Dimensions: 30 in.
Material: Wood, pigment
Wooden Gelede society headdress with black markings and openwork
structure. Worn by Yoruba men, Gelede masks celebrate women, both
living and ancestral. Performances entertain audiences while reinforcing
social order and behavioral norms of Yoruba men and women. Several
types of Gelede masks exist. This particular may represent hierarchy
among Yoruba society, which can be read a number of ways: top to
bottom, outside to inside, or large to small.

Sango, an early king of Oyo-Ile,
conjures thunder and lightning.
Considered strange, unpredictable,
violent,
and
vindictive,
yet
handsome and generous, Sango is
among the most prominent spirits of
the Yoruba religious pantheon. A
dance wand is carried during
masquerade, when Sango inhabits
the body of an entranced dancer,
through whom he performs an
acrobatic dance and prays for the
well-being of society.

Fig. 22
Accession Number: 7350
Provenance: Nigeria
Ethnic Group: Yoruba
Type: Dance wand, Ceremonial artifact
Size 12.5 in. x 3 in. x 2.25 in.
Materials: Wood
Carved dance wand of kneeling female holding miniature
double axe surmounted by large double axe.

Fig. 22

Named for its unique sound, the
talking drum imitates the linguistic
Oyo dialect of the Yoruba, a tonal
language of West Africa. The
hour-glass shape of the drum
stretches the octave, encompassing
all of the notes of the heptatonic
scale. When played with two or
more people, the talking drum
imitates conversational patterns of
the Yoruba language, in which a
speaker takes pitch from the last
word of the previous speaker.

Fig. 23

Fig. 23
Accession Number: 1935-017-802727a-b
Group: Yrouba
Type: Drum
Materials: Leather, wood, string, shells
Hour-glass shaped “talking” drum with mallet. Interior of
drum contains an unknown type of shell.

The slit drum is an important
implement for a Yaka nganga, or
diviner, and serves as a container
for preparing spiritual medicines.
Shrill tones resonate from the cavity
when struck, announcing the chief’s
arrival, community gatherings, or
death. The handle, shaped in the
form of a human head, signifies the
role of the nganga as messenger to
the people.

Fig. 24
Accession Number: 1986-046-0014
Ethnic Group: Yaka
Type: Drum
Dimensions: 16.5in. x 3.5in
Materials: Wood
Cylindrical wood slit drum with rich patina, indicating
heavy use. Style of handle is consistent with Yaka art.

41

Fig. 24

Fig. 25a

Fig. 25

Fig. 25
Accession Number: 1988-009-0007
Group: Suku
Type: Helmet mask
Dimensions: 9.5 in.
Materials: Wood, raffia, pigment, shells
Helmet mask with extensive raffia attachments and white kaolin pigment. Crescent-shaped eyes dominate the mask over the small eyes and nose.
White kaolin pigment and shape of eyes invoke ancestral spirits. Marking the transition from adolescence to adulthood, a spiritual re-birthing of
Yaka and Suku men, the male initiation process is accompanied by performances of the Hemba mask.

Fig. 26a

Fig. 26

Fig. 26b

Fig. 26
Accession Number: 7335
GType: Face mask
Dimensions: 23 in. x 11.5 in. x 12.25 in.
Materials: Wood, pigment
Carved mask with elongated face, prominent eyes, and projecting mouth. Painted red, black and white. Market piece. The “kifwebe” mask is found
among Songye and Luba peoples and indicates social interaction through the borrowing of artistic representation. This particular mask was created
in the Songye style and the maker likely unaware of its symbolism. Were this mask created in context by the Kifwebe association, the overall usage
of red and white pigment striations would suggest an aggressive, malevolent animal-human spirit, while overtly referencing the zebra, an animal
thought to link the natural and supernatural worlds.
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Fig. 27d

Worn by men, the Pwo mask of is an
archetype of femininity and beauty in
Chokwe society. The beauty of the Pwo
mask is emphasized by the masculinity of
her companion, called “Chihongo.”
Choosing a beautiful Chokwe woman for
his muse, a professional artist is
commissioned to craft the Pwo mask,
incorporating the facial features of the
muse into the traditional Chokwe style.
While a kind of portrait, the slit eyes of the
Pwo mask reference ancestral spirits
responsible for encouraging fertility.

Fig. 27
Accession Number: 1987-014-0023
Provenance: Angola
Ethnic Group: Chokwe
Type: Mask
Dimensions: 8.25 in. x 6 in.
Materials: Wood, raffia
Wooden face mask with slit eyes, facial markings, open mouth,
filed teeth and fiber attachments. Female mask, called “Pwo,” with
hairstyle and facial markings reserved for women iof Chokwe
society.
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Fig. 27a

Fig. 27

Fig. 27b
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Fig. 28a
Fig. 28
Fig. 28
Accession Number: 1978-042-0004
Group: Kuba
Type: Helmet mask
Dimensions: 13.3 x 9.9 in. x 12.25 in.
Materials: Wood, fiber, beads, shells
Bwoom mask in the form of a highly stylized human head with bulging
forehead and intricate beadwork; performed in masquerades depicting
the Kuba creation story, a mythical drama featuring two other masks,
Woot and his sister-wife, Ngaady A Mmwash, whose incestuous union
brings about the creation of mankind.

Fig. 29
Accession Number: 1982-031-0005
Group: Kuba
Type: Helmet Mask
Dimensions: 19 in. x 11 in.
Materials: Fiber, beads, raffia, wood, fur, shells
Helmet mask with leopard fur, attached wooden nose, decorated beads,
cowrie shell décor, and raffia beard. Known as “Woot” in the Kuba
creation masquerade, the Mwaash a’mboy mask is worn by the Kuba
king or a village chief. However, leopard fur signifies the mask of a king,
whereas antelope hide is used on masks reserved for chiefs.
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The Kuba creation myth exemplifies
inter-ethnic identity constructs in
African art. The massquerade identifies
three major casts within Kuba society:
kings, commoners, and women.

Fig. 29

Fig. 29a
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Domestic Art
Personal object are artistically rendered, and
demonstrate the strongest relationship between
art and utility of all other art forms. While
domestic and utilitarian objects can have a
ceremonial or spiritual purpose, most personal
objects also have a physical function.
Regardless of the nature of an objects function,
personal objects are important tools used in
daily life. Additionally, possessing intricately
crafted household items is an expression of
wealth and status within many African societies,
particularly among peoples of Central and
Eastern Africa.

Fig. 30

The four carved heads, typical of
Pende stools, reference the Kongo
cosmogram. Known as the “four
moments of the sun,” the Kongo
cosmogram symbolizes the connection
between the living and ancenstral
worlds. Figures of women are often
carved into the bases of stools
reserved for men, and is an expression
of the role of women as sustainers of
the community. Much like the
neighboring Kongo, Pende peoples
decorate personal objects with lavish
ornamentation, representing status and
prestige.
Fig. 31
Fig. 30
Accession Number: 1987-014-0010
Ethnic Group: Pende
Type: Stool
Dimensions: 9.5 in. x 9.25 in.
Materials: Wood
Wooden stool with mounted base featuring geometric
carved patterns and openwork support with four female
heads supporting a circular seat.

Fig. 31a
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Fig. 31
Accession Number: 1980-083-0006
Group: Kuba
Type: Cup
Dimensions: 5.5 in x 4.5 in.
Materials: Wood
Wooden cup in shape of head with strap handle and facial
markings. Among the Kuba, ornamentation of domestic
objects are indicative of an individual’s status. Cups carved in
the shape of human head with depictions of royal hairstyles
are typically reserved for the ruling the Kuba elite.

Fig. 32

Fig. 32a

Personal objects, like this cosmetic box,
“illustrate the Kuba desire for prestige.” In Kuba
society, everyday objects are adorned with
ornate geometric patterns, closely related to
patterns found on embroidered raffia fabrics
and female body markings. Several patterns are
typically combined in decorating a Kuba
cosmetic box, each with its own specific
meaning. For example, the pattern of the
alternating triangles represents the “razor of the
mask,” a symbolic pattern borrowed from the
neighboring Pende

Fig. 32b
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Body markings are antoher way of
expressing identity throughout Africa. While
markings are considered attractive, they
distinguish between insider/outsider;
men/women; and child/adult. Markings are
acquired gradually over time in different
stages of one’s life. By undergoing the
painful process, an individual demonstrates
strength, courage, and a willingness to
sacrafice his or herself for the community.
Fig. 32
Accession Number: 1981-020-0000
Ethnic Group: Kuba
Type: Cosmetic box
Dimensions: 10.75 in. x 4 in. x 3 in.
Materials: Wood, pigment
Carved crescent-shaped box with lid. Incised designs overall and
covered in high relief on top.
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Fig. 33
Accession Number: 1986-049-0028
Provenance: Kenya
Group: Turkana
Type: Clothing – apron
Dimensions: 36 in. x14 in.
Materials: Hide, beads
Long, leather apron, adorned with blue, white, and red beads. The
Turkana, a nomadic people, wear their most prized possessions.
Intricately adorned jewelry and clothing are characteristic of the
Turkana, and as such, the married woman’s apron seen here is
considered a high-value item. Given as a gift during the marriage
ceremony, a Turkana bride puts aside her small apron (denoting her
status as an unmarried girl) for a longer apron, signifying her position as
a wife. Adding to the value of the garment, imported colored beads
references Turkana relations with the Arab world.

Fig. 33

Fig. 34

54

Fig. 34
Accession Number: 1986-043-0006
Provenance: Kenya
Ethnic Group: Turkana
Type: Figure
Dimensions: 4 in. x 4 in.
Materials: wood, seedpod, leather, beads
‘Y’ shaped wooden doll with strips of hair and apron made of leather.
Hung above doorways to ensure fertility, protection, and good fortune.

Fig. 35

Fig. 35
Accession Number: 7227
Provenance: Kenya
Group: Massai
Type: Shield
Size: 25.75 in. x 30 in.
Media: Wood, animal hide, pigment
A shield made of animal hide on a wooden framework with a red, black,
and yellow painted design. Authenticity uncertain. A symbol of status and
prestige among the Massai, shields painted with multiple pigments belong to
Massai initiated into manhood. Prior to initiation, only grey and white pigments
are used to decorate one’s shield. After a Massai warrior has slain a male lion,
demonstrating his masculine prowess, red and other pigments may be incorporated
into the design of his shield.
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Fig. 35a

Fig. 35b

Fig. 35a
Accession #: 1986-046-0005a-b
Provenance: Western Sudan
Group: Fulani
Type: Dagger and sheath
Dimensions: 9 in. x 1.1 in.
Materials: Brass; raffia, leather
Dagger with molded handle in the form of a female figure, with narrow
arms, curved torso, large circular ears, and ornate coiffure. Art objects
belonging to the Fulani were typically made by foreign artisans,
reflecting Fulani symbolism while incorporating aesthetics of the artist.
The dagger shown here depicts a Fulani woman, recognizable by the
coiffure associated with Fulani femininity and status.
Fig. 36
Accession Number: 1982-023-0002
Provenance: Benin
Ethnic Group: Fon (Dahomey)
Type: Memorial Shrine
Dimensions: 39 in. x28.25 in.
Materials: Metal
Fon shrine, called “Asen,” in the form of a metal staff surmounted by
circular metal platform on which a chief sits, holding a discussion with a
second figure. Shrine commemorates the spiritual relationship between
the living and the dead while serving to honor a deceased person.
the
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Fig. 36a

Fig. 37
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Fig. 37
Accession Number: 7088
Group: Yoruba
Type: Personal shrine
Dimensions: 19.5 in. x13 in.
Materials: cowrie shells, fabric, leather
A cowrie shell-covered cylinder surmounted by a
cone-shaped form decorated with triangular and
rectangular panels of varied fabrics and edged
with leather piping. Fabric sculpted bird is attached
to the top. An altar for the “inner head”, were a
person’s ase or enabling power is kept,
determining his/her identity, destiny, and behavior.

Fig. 38
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Fig. 38
Accession Number: 7289
Provenance: Mali
Group: Dogon
Type: Lamp
Dimensions: 27.5 in. x 18.5 in.
Material: Iron
Material: wrought iron
Oil lamp with four bowls. Form is reflective of
Christian and Islamic influences.

Granary doors are used to protect temples
and other sacred places. Considered to be
vulnerable transition points, doorways are
protected from malevolent forces by the
symbolic figural carvings found on the face of
the door.

Fig. 39

Fig. 39
Accession Number: 7310
Provenance: Mali
Ethnic Group: Dogon
Type: Granary door
Dimensions: 35.75 in. x 23.25 in. x 1.25 in.
Materials: Wood, metal
Carved wooden granary door made in two sections and joined together.
Fifty-seven small figures are carved in low-relief on the front side.
Carvings typically of such granary doors reference the Dogon creation
myth.

Fig. 39a
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Fig. 40
Accession Number: 7236
Provenance: Liberia
Ehtnic Group: Unknown
Type: Clothing
Dimensions: 26 in. x26 in.
Materials: Cotton, animal horns, teeth, bone, wood, leather, pigment
A griot’s shirt with a painted-on geometric design and various attached
protective objects and several small, leather pouches are, called gri-gri,
inscribed with prayers and proverbs. Often times, gri-gri contain praises
to Allah, and are indicative of the heavy influence of Islam throughout
West Africa.

Fig. 40

A griot is a West African storyteller or oral
historian, a role often passed generationally,
from father to son. A griot retains his
knowledge through memory alone.
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Fig.40a

Fig. 41

Fig. 41
Accession Number: 1979-066-0003
Provenance: Nigeria
Group: Yoruba
Type: Divination implement
Dimensions: 11 in. x 15 in. x 7.5 in.
Materials: Wood, pigment
A carved wooded container with lid in the shape of a chicken. Opon
igede ifa containers are essential in Ifa divination, storing the
implements used by babalawo or diviner. Chicken-shaped containers
are rare and complex in design. Known as the “earth-spreader,” the
chicken is important among the Yoruba, in both folklore and domestic
life. Clients are commonly directed to sacrifice chickens following
divination to appease a malevolent spirit.
Fig. 42
Accession Number: 1980-045-0000
Provenance: Nigeria
Ethnic Group: Yoruba
Type: Figure
Dimensions: 5.4 in. x 11.5 in. x 0.75 in.
Materials: Wood, leather, cowrie shells
Carved head on pedestal with incised geometric designs,
stylized hair, facial markings on forehead and cheek, and
necklace of leather and cowrie shells. Facial markings
indicate that this is Eshu-Elegba, a trickster god, who sits at the
crossroads. He is young and old, good and evil, in heaven and on
Earth. Esu heads are likely used in divination.
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Fig. 42

A Yoruba diviner, called “Babalawo,” is the mediator
between man and Orunmila, the Orisha of divination
and knowledge. In performing divination, or “ifa,” a
Babalawo casts 16 palm nuts. For each of the possible
arrangements of the fallen palm nuts, he recites one of
the 256 proverbs of ifa.

Fig. 43
Accession Number: 1979-071-0005
Provenance: Nigeria
Ethnic Group: Yoruba
Type: Divination implement
Dimensions: 10 in. dia.
Materials: Wood
A circular wooden tray with low-relief carvings along the c
ircumference. Carved face along the top of the tray, representing Eshu,
the Orisha or spirit of the crossroads.
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Fig. 43

Fig. 44

The Yoruba people of West Africa have
an astonishingly high twin birth rate.
While once subject to execution in Yoruba
society, twins, called Ibeji, are now
considered to be under the protection of
the spirit Sango. Thought to be
unpredictable and to possess strange
powers, twin births can lead to a rise in
familial wealth, as they are worshiped by
followers of the Ibeji cult. When one or
both twins die, families will consult a
diviner and may be instructed to
commission
an
Ibeji
figure
commemorating the lost child.

Fig. 44a

Fig. 44
Accession Number: 7394 a-b
Provenance: Nigeria
Ethnic Group: Yoruba
Type: Personal objects
Dimensions: 10 in. x 3 in. x 2.5 in.
Materials: Wood, beads
Carved twin ,”Ibeji,” figures with conical hairstyles: one male and
one female. Female wearing strand of beads around waist. Facial
markings reference association with Shango. Conical hairstyle
common among Yoruba sculpture, alluding to the ase or spiritual
power of twins.
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Fig. 45a
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Fig. 45
Accession Number: 1981-031-0008
Provenance: Ghana
Group: Akan (Ashanti)
Type: Personal figure
Dimensions: 9.25 in.
Materials: Wood, beads
Akan altar figure with large, flat circular head and relief carvings on both
front and back. Typically referred to as “fertility dolls,” power figures of
this type contain individual spirits of the Akan religious pantheon and
have specific functions in protecting faithful devotees. This figure is of an
Atamo, the oldest circle of Akan spirits, and protects the people from
harm.

Fig. 45
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Fig. 46

Fig. 47
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Fig. 48

Fig. 46
Accession Number: 7254
Provenance: Ivory Coast
Group: Baule
Type: Domestic Utensil - Spoon
Dimensions: 18.5 in. 3.75 in.
Materials: Wood
Carved wooden spoon with a handle in the form of a woman. As masks are commonly reserved
men, the rice spoon is the Baule woman’s equivalent. When a woman is spiritually prepared to serve
as the principal hostess of her lineage, the spirit belonging to the spoon will appear to her in a
dream, just as a spirit will appear to a man ready to serve as masquerader. Similar traditions are
common among the Dan and We peoples, demonstrating the importance of rice as a staple food
and the sharing of traditions and ideologies among West African peoples. Market piece.
Fig. 47
Accession Number: 1982-025-0006
Provenance: Ghana
Ethnic Group: Lobi
Type: Figure
Dimensions: 10.25 in. x 2.6 in.
Material: Wood, medicine pack
Human janus figure, male and figure with medicinal pack intact. Janus face represents connection
between ancestral and living worlds.
Fig. 48
Accession Number: 2009-0087-00018
Group: Baule
Type: Spool, heddle pulley)
Media: wood, metal, thread
Weaving tool, 20th century
Wooden spool with handle carved in the shape of a human head. Used by wearvers, heddle pulleys
of the Baule have no overt spiritual significance and are carved primarily for artistic purposes. The
beauty and intricacy of a weaver’s ornate textiles are reflected in the aesthetic design of Baule
spools.

71

A prime example of the fusion of
utility and art, Akan combs were
originally carved by travelling
craftsmen. Later, women received
hand-crafted combs from potential
suitors. The style of a comb is
indicative of a woman’s position in
society and identifies the tribe to
which she belongs. This comb in
particular depicts the Sankofu bird,
the most desired of all designs,
referencing the proverb, a “chief
sees everything, even what is
behind him.” The geometric nature
of this comb demonstrates the
cultural influence of Islam in West
Africa.

Fig. 49
Accession Number: 2009-0087-000019
Ethnic Group: Akan
Materials: Wood
Personal hair comb with twelve teeth, and geometric
patterns and sankofa bird carved into the handle.
Fig. 49

Despite Western perceptions of primitivism
and savagery, African peoples have
developed and maintained sophisticated
cultural and religious systems for centuries.
The power of African folk traditions of is
evident by the continuity of traditional style in
today’s market art industry. A visual record
of local history, traditions in artistic
representation reveal much about African in
a global context through a recognition of the
complexity of form and function.

73

Glossary
A
Agni (or Anyi)
Akan
Ancestors
Ase
Asen
Asie usu
Atie
Authenticity
B
Babalawo
Bagle mask
Bakongo
Bamana
Baule
Bembe
Bilong
Boli
Boliw
Bwete ancestor cult
Bwoom

a people of Ivory Coast and Ghana and of the Niger-Congo linguistic family
large ethnic group in West African, primarily inhabiting parts of Ivory Coast and Ghana
deceased relatives or community members maintaining a spiritual presence in world of the living
considered to be the spiritual power, consciousness, or destiny
memorial shrine of the Fon
Baule term for nature spirits (see nature spirits)
a West African people inhabiting the lagoons of Ivory Coast
category for objects made and used in an original or intended context
Yoruba diviner, relaying history and mediating between man and the spirits
an oval, concave face, a low forehead and typical tubular eyes. It is worn to entertain while the wearer dances, beats the
musicians with a curved stick and throws objects he finds in their way
a Central African people of the Bantu ethnic group, inhabiting parts of Angola
a West African people of the Mande ethnic group, inhabiting parts of Senegal, Guinea, Mali and Burkina Faso
a West African people closely related to the Akan, inhabiting parts of Ivory Coast
Central African ethnic group closely related to the Bakongo, inhabiting parts of Democratic Republic of Congo and Tanzania
herbal mixtures with spiritual powers
sculpted bison made of primarily wood and dung by a male secret society of the Bamana, considered spiritually potent
plural form of Boli
group worshiping ancestors of the Mahongwe people
mask representing the king’s younger brother or a commoner; in masquerade performance, Bwoom and the King (see
Woot) are always in conflict over power

C
Cap mask
Chihongo
Chokwe
Ciwara
Crest mask

mask which is worn atop the head
mask of Chowke, representing a masculinity and accompanied by a female mask representing beauty (see Pwo)
a Central African people related to the Mbuti pygmies, inhabiting parts of Angola, Democratic Republic of Congo, and Zambia
a wild beast and creator of the Bamana
mask resting atop the head, secured with cloth or raffia

D
Dan
Guere
Diviner
Dogon

a West African people inhabiting parts of Liberia and Ivory Coast
a West African people closely related to the Dan, inhabiting parts of Ivory Coast and Cameroon
priest and medicine man, charged with retaining the history of a people and upholding religious customs
a West African people, inhabiting parts of Mali and Niger

E
Ekoi
Esu-Elegba
F
Fetish
Folklore
Fon
Four Moments of the Sun

a West African people, inhabiting parts of Nigeria and Cameroon
important spirit of the Yoruba pantheon; initiates are required to provide sacrifice to Esu-Elegba before any other spirit;
He represents all paradoxes in life: good/evil, old/young, right/wrong

Fulani

sculptural figure to be worshipped or cared for
traditions, stories, mythology, or legends of a people
major ethnic group of West Africa, inhabiting parts of Benin and Nigeria
Central African cosmogram based on the position of the horizon of the sun and representing one’s progression through
life: birth into the living world, adulthood, dead, and passing to the ancestral world
a nomadic West African people of the Mande ethnic group

G
Gelede
Granary
Griot (also: Gri-gri)

annual Yoruba festival honoring women and mothers
building or room for storing grain
West African storyteller and musician, charged with remember and telling the history of a people orally

H
Helmet mask
Heptatonic scale

mask enveloping the entire head
musical scale with seven pitches per octave

I
Ibeji
Ifa

Yoruba word meaning “twins,” considered holy
Yoruba word meaning “divination”

Glossary, cont’d.
Igbo
K
Kifwebe
Komo
Kongo
Kongo cosmogram
Kota
Kuba

a West African people inhabiting southeastern Nigeria
Songye face mask combining features of animals and man
society within the Bamana culture reserved for men. Boys may be initiated into after reaching adulthood
(see Bakongo)
(see Four Moments of the Sun)
a peaceful Central African people, inhabiting parts of Gabon
a Central African people, inhabiting the southeastern Congo region. The Kuba Kingdom was vast throughout the
pre-colonial era, especially in the mid-19th century, but was dissolved by colonization

L
Lobi

a West African people inhabiting parts of Burkina Faso, Ivory Coast and Ghana

M
Mahongwe
Masquerade
Massai
Minkisi
Mmowo
Muzidi

a Central African people closely related to the Kota, inhabiting parts of Gabon
a lyrical dance with performers wearing elaborate masks and costumes
a semi-nomadic East African people inhabiting parts of Kenya and Tanzania
plural form of nkisi (see Nkisi)
Igbo cap mask depicting elements of femininity and beauty
small funerary figure and portrait of the deceased, often accompanied by a mummy (see Niombo)

N
Nature Spirit
Ndengese
Ngaady A Mmwash
Nganga
Niombo
Nkisi
Ntomo
Nyama

wild spirit or ancestor residing in the forest, typically considered wild and uncivilized
a Central African people, inhabiting parts of Democratic Republic of Congo
a mask of the masquerade depicting the Kuba creation myth, representing the sister/wife of Woot (see Woot and Bwoom)
a Yaka diviner
a very large mummy used in Bembe funerary preparations
a type of power figure (see Power figure)
male secret society of the Bamana
Bamana term for spiritual or supernatural power

O
Opon Igede Ifa
Orisa
Oyo dialect
Oyo-Ile

container used in Yoruba divination (see Ifa)
Yoruba gods or spirits
ancient linguistic style from the Oyo empire, 14th century BC
capital city of Oyo empire

P
Pende
Possession
Power Figures
Pwo

a Central African people related to the Yaka and Suku, inhabiting southwestern Democratic Republic of Congo
occurs during ritual ceremony when an individual goes into a trance and his body temporarily inhabited by a spirit
(see Fetish)
mask of the Chokwe, honoring women and beauty

R
Reliquaries

container to preserve and protect sacred objects

S
Sango
Segu
Songye
Suku

important spirit of the Yoruba and early king of the Oyo Empire
capital city of the Bamana Empire (17th century)
a Central African people inhabiting parts of Democratic Republic of Congo
a Central African people closely related to the Yaka and Pende, inhabiting parts of Democratic Republic of Congo

T
Turkana

a semi-nomadic people of North Africa

W
Woot
Y
Yaka
Yoruba

mask of the Kuba creation myth, representing the King. Woot is also the creator of the Kuba kingdom. He is married to his sister
(see Ngaady A Mmwash) and quarrels with his brother (see Bwoom) for power
a Central African people closely related to the Suku and Pende, inhabiting parts of Central African Republic
a large ethnic group of West Africa, predominately inhabiting
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