
frica’s art tradition’ rests in a defined and A ritualized relationship between man 
and the Supreme Creator, the primary essence that 
dwells at the center of all religious processes. Art 
then becomes the proper instrument of expressing 
man’s world, a measuring rod of his conception of 
this same world beyond the grave. In the puristic 
sense, art in Africa becomes a means of expressing 
man’s will and wishes to the Creator, an assertion 
of his own temporality as a living being (mortal), 
yet. bearing the distinct virtue and energy of the 
determinable (real and unreal) world’s animus. 
More important, art for the African is the articula- 
tion of his own spiritual awareness and sensibility 
within his cosmos. So it becomes an extension ab 
initio of the ritualism of all things, the unified ex- 
pression and morphological statement of his com- 
munal and individual aspiration toward the divine. 

Any discussion of art-masks, carving, etc.-and its 
function in traditional African society south of the 
Sahara must consider the complex interrelationship 
between things (matter) and spirit, a relationship 
which is the very foundation of any appraisal of art 
as a religio-social phenomenon. 
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African society anchors itself in an essentialist 
view of man. This accounts for the overwhelming 
pervasiveness of religious modes. ( I  am not here 
concemed with organized and monolithic religious 
systems, but with a primary definition of the outlook 
of homo religiosus. ) This essentialism extends to 
culture, underlies and “finds expression in the art, 
the ethics and morality, the literary and religious 
traditions, and also the social traditions of the peo- 
ple” ( W.E. Abraham, The Mind of Africa). Objects 
and things become an aspect of this essentialist/ 
metaphysical system without necessarily losing their 
utilitarian functions. Trees store up medicinal juices 
in their leaves and roots; they are cut down for farm- 
ing, building and firewood. Yet there is a tree spirit 
that shares an existentialist essence within the meta- 
physical order of things. It can be munificent or 
malevolent. Man stands in the center of these oppos- 
ing moral forces, and by his sharing of the divine 
(through his ancestors and his gods) possesses the 
power to manipulate this spirit for his benefit. It is 
on this belief that his grasp of ritualism is based. 

In the relationship between man and the first an- 
cestor, the Creator God, art becomes a proper instru- 
ment of man’s world; an expression too of the world 
beyond the grave. The boundaries between these two 
worlds are indistinct and indeterminate. Rites them- 
selves assume symbolic dimensions. They are the 
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means of testifying to the reality and significance of 
man’s relation with the divine. So the carvings that 
are placed in shrines are the means of affirming the 
divine link between man and the Creator (mostly 
communicated through the intervening deities, since 
the Supreme Creator himself hardly ever has a shrine 
or a priest). These works constitute the statements 
of man’s homagc to the deities. Their makers were, 
in the process of creating them, part of a spirituality, 
cleiltl and. without blemish in the eyes of the gods 
during the period they were engaged in creating such 
objects. Essentially religious, this art assayed to cap- 
ture in plastic forms thc essence of the gods as 
revealed through their most intimate contacts with 
man. The art forms abstract statements of the divini- 
ties’ essential natures and are never a realistic ap- 
proximation of such deities. For no one god has a 
single and idways casily recognizable epiphany. 

S:ikp:ina the Ewe god of smallpox appears in a hun- 
dred different guises, depending on the spiritual 
estate of his bcholdcr. 

Tlict ovenvhclmingly religious nature of art does 
not, howcver, deny it purely sccular rolcs, sincc it is 
also used a s  ;I means of speaking about the cognitive 
world. For this same society is based on a powerful 
recognition of the very processes of survival. Ideas 
that will provide solution to such mundane and at 
times dcspcrate nccds for survival are put forth 
with clilrity. 

Between secular and religious art, however, there 
wils never a rigid dividing line, evcn if the religious 
modes were always paramount. W. E. Abraham de- 
scribes traditional African art as not literary or 
descriptive but, instcad, “direct magical, attempting 
a sort of plastic analogue of onomatopoeia, to evoke 
and evince feelings. . . . It  was a kind of para- 

ideology in wood, raffia, color, and stone.” Its ulti- 
mate statement is one of very complex and incompre- 
hensible forces that hold man in thrall and subject 
him to their will, make or break him by the presence 
or absence of a dCtente between them and him. 

frican art first struck the attention of the A world through discoveries, startling to 
them, made by European art historians, explorers 
and connoisseurs. Mary Kingsley, who once confessed 
she went to Africa to die, described the sculpture of 
Africa ;is large grotesque images carved in wood. 
When it became fashionable in Parisian art circles 
during the twenties to rave about these “hideous” 
objects, Jean Cocteau’s tired remark that the Negro 
crisis in art had become as big a bore as MallarmC‘s 
Japanism was countered by Paul Guillaume’s ecstatic 
reference to African art as the quickening seed of 
the twentieth century. I t  is now recognizcd that it 
is not farfetched to say that Picasso’s Demoiselles 
d’Auignon (1907) borrows liberally from mask mo- 
tifs that are distinctly African. Whatever he and 
Gcorges Braque owed to African art in their creation 
of the Cubist movement will continue to be a subject 
of fierce speculations. But some of the early thrusts 
of this movement clearly draw upon an African artis- 
tic impulsc and manner. 

The exaggerated and ignorantly ethnocentric re- 
sponses of the West to African art are now things of 
the past. Are they? Ladislas Segy’s neo-Freudian in- 
terpretations of African art represent an almost ata- 
vistic recall of the nineteenth century and its leamed 
speculations and ethnocentric scholarship ( Phstic 
Aspects of African Sculpture and African Sculpture 
Spsuks) .  We need now to place this art within its 
propcr ritualistic and religious milieu, to state the 
unity that exists bctwecn art and language via prayer 
and sacrifice. Art historians of the West are moving 
away from crude statements that describe African 
art as examples of “primitive sexuality.” Serious art 
critics such a s  William Fagg, Frank Willett, Dennis 
Duerden and Ulli neier are assaying this art sensi- 
tively and placing it in its proper.contcxt. 

African art is a s  old as the African peoples. It has 
served, :IS I stated earlier, as a primarily religious 
statement, emphasizing the nced for magic and 
charms through talismanic objccts, amulets and 
other such carvcd objects that become thc media of 
communication and con tact with the spiritual world. 
It has also served as a medium of veneration, an 
assertion of the role and function of myths, gods 
and ancestors. Religious cults utilize art forms. There 
are ancestral masks employed in the renewal of con- 
tact with the dead, masks used by secret societies, 
e.g., Poro of Liberia, Ogboni in Nigeria, masks for 
initiation, as among the blende of Sierra Leone, or 
for funcrary celebrations, as among the Dogon. 

hlasks-perhaps the most ubiquitous of, the African 
art forms, having made a more lasting impression on 
outside observers-do have an immense significance 
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in terms of tlieir varicd function, meaning, modcs 
or forms from pcople to pcople. Their function being 
primarily religious, they are the best expression of 
the African's dependence on symbolic forms for em- 
phasizing the intangible yct lasting bonds that link 
man with the spiritual world. Among the Dogon the 
dead themselves are said to ascribe masks to thc 
living through dreams. Thcy are the links in pubcrty 
and initiatory rites. They can be dcscribed as man's 
approximation of spirit forms, the mcans or objects 
through which he obtains an instantaneous trans- 
figuration into a spirit world. Baulc double masks, 
Igbo egwugwu, Yoruba ogungun masks represent 
spirits either anccstral or divine. 

Achebe prcscnts a very vivid dramatization of thc 
ominous authority and power of these ancestral 
masks among thc Igbo in his novel Things Full 
Apurt. When human beings don the mask, they as- 
sume the power and voices of spirits. They can only 
be addressed liy their prctematural cognomens and 
revcrcd as such. It is an abomination to unmask a 
spirit. If this happens, the spirit dies; vcngcance 
from the whole spiritual order, both visiblc and in- 
visible, can be swift and terrible. The functions of 
masks range from such religious duties as driving 
away evil sirits, emphasizing within specific rites the 
conceptual links of rebirth and rencwal, evoking 
blcssings or striving for unity betwccn thc living and 
the dead. They may fulfill purely secular roles such 
as entertainmcnt and amusemcnt. The zagbeto mask 
among the Ewe is a good example. The mask is at 
tlie center of an essentially ritualistic dramaturgy, 
whose scope has not lieen propcrly cxplored because 
of the tight secrecy that surrounds highly religious 
rituals. Its meaning dcrivcs from r? complex structure 
of beliefs and from the religious drama which is un- 
folded through the gestures, movements and thc 
dance of the mask. Rut the masks are acsthetically 
enhanced by the combination of colors and hy the 
proper use of such materials as raffia, cowries, picces 
of cloth, mirrors, horns. 

Metal working has been associated throughout 
Africa with worship and ritual. The knowledgc and 
secret of iron was revcalcd to man b y  the first an- 
cestor through the god Gu (Ewe), or Ogun (Yoruba), 
who was the first ironworkcr. An elaborate pattern 
of iron art work is associated with Benin, Ife and 
Dahomey. In Dahomey iron birds and animals, sym- 
bolic rcprcscntatives of thc various wings of the 
royal clan, ceremonial gongs and ornamented imple- 
mcnts of war and work, such as hoes, spears and short 
knives, form an essential part of this iron culture. In 
Ashanti renowned oathing swords and similar sym- 
bolic instruments of chiefly authority arc part of 
the art. Rut art work in iron was limited by the 
scarcity of the metal and the religious importance 
attached to it, espccially in the Yoruba, Benin, Fon 
and Ewe country, where the god Gu, or Ogun, is an 
important medicine or cure god. Workers in iron 
formed guilds which are linked with other guilds, 

such as those of hunters or warriors. The elaborate 
poctry of Ijala of thc Yoruba huntcrs is' linked with 
Ogun himself, who provides the incantations to iic- 
company the celebration of his powcr. 

Copper, silver and gold have been in use since 
very early times, especially the latter, which drew 
early European travelers to West Africa. Gold and 
silver are still important omamental objects of tradi- 
tional royalty among scvcral groups in West Africa. 
The powcr and divinity of the Ashantchcne is stated 
in thc splendor of his elaborate gold regalia, coveted 
hy a succcssion of British govcrnors and the couse 
of many Anglo-Ashanti lasting up to the first 
decade of this'ccntuiy. Sorpc of the most intricate 
patterns in gold, mainly of animals and heriddic 
symbols, are still bcing wrought by goldsmiths of 
Ghana, Guinea and Liberia. It is pcrhilps the one 
metal in which purely ornamental art works are 
created. However, its working, likc that of all the 
other metals, is linked to the religious estate. Cilmitril 
Laye, in his L'Enfatit Noir, an autobiography of liis 
growing up in Guincn, describcs in fnscinntiilg terms 
the mythic and mystical role his fathcr iissiimc's a s  
he prepares to tackle an intricate work in gold. 

Bronze and brass wcre common in Ashanti, whcrc 
they wcre used for making the now famous gold 
weights, ancl also among the Yoruba of Ife, and in 
Bcnin, where bronze forms wcre used by the ruling 
class and the cult priests of certain deities. Ashanti 
bronze work was mostly limited to gold weights- 
small, intricate rcprcscntations of iinimids that depict 
legends, proverbs designed for lessons in morals and 
folk wisdom. Thc larger hronze work, kccduo, served 
as receptacles for gold dust. It is also covercd with 
elaborate designs recounting some legend or other, 
ilnd served as ceremonial vcsscls. Yoruba, Nupe and 
Renin bronze works, notably the famous Ifc heads, 
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are almost realistic. They represent death masks and 
pictorial representations of important kings, courtiers 
and famous warriors. The elaborate and large six- 
teenth-century plaques, the scenes. of the obas at 
the hunt, hunters under trees, deeds of dignitaries 
and kings, represent some of the only known pieces 
of landscape representation in traditional Africa, 
apart from the rock paintings and drawings of the 
so-called Rushmcn in red earth, charcoal or white 
clay. 

eniri art is pcrhaps the best known out- B side Africa, as a result of the notorious 
sack of Renin in 1897 by a British expeditionary 
force that carted off some 2,400 art pieces for dis- 
tribution throughout Europe. Rased on bronze and 
brass casting, it was the finest example of court art. 
Founded on the elaborate ritualism of kingship (very 
widesprcad in Mack Africa ) , it flourished between 
thc thirteenth and sixteenth centuries with the ex- 
pansion of the Renin Kingdom, passing into Ijcbu, 
Igho, Dahomey, Ewe and Ashanti through conquest 
and peaceful contact. But expansionist wars depleted 
the coffers of the Renin state, which in turn under- 
mined the artistic orientation of the court and led 
to an almost total darkness for about two centuries. 
The artists fled the city in confusion. It was not until 
191S, with the dcath of the exiled king and the as- 
cension of his son, that the artists, or their sons, re- 
turned and set up shop once more. 

Other art typcs exist in ivory and bones. The best 
of the ivory tradition exists in the Congo among the 
Warenga, the Hapende, in the Cameroons, in Benin 
and in Yorubaland. Congolese tusks have become 
an important item in the traveler's collection. Purely 
ornamental, they depict an elaborate conglomerate 
of animals and objects created for use on ceremonial 
occasions. Some of these carved tush are placed in 
the hollow tops of life-sized bronze heads on hoth 
sidtas of it11 anccstral shrine for kings. In Afa (Ewe) 
or If;i (Yorubn) divination small ivory wands arc 
used. 

The most widcspread material; for African art is 
wood. It is thc most commonplace, sharing with 
metals a high degree of spirituality. Being part of 
the dynamic universal force existing in all natural 
objects, the trre has always represented a powerful 
symbolic clement expressive of the veiy lifc forcc 
itself. A carver, or sculptor, who goes into the forest 
to cut down a tree must go through a ritual that 
includes an offering to the tree spirit, whose pardon 
and hclp he must seek in his venture. An egg is 
hroken against the trunk and the following prayer, 
with variants from place to place, is said: 

I am coming to cut you down and carve you, 
receive this egg and eat, let me be able to cut you 
and carve you. Do not let iron cut me; do not 
let me suffer in health. 

After the appropriate ceremonies, the trunk is cut 
and brought home and deposited in the carving 
shrine. In the case of purely religious works, the 
sculpting is done away from the profane gaze of 
women and children. Characteristically, African 
sculpture is hewn out of single pieces of wood. This 
is to enable the work to keep its integrity and also 
for the wood to keep its grain. Besida, the form or 
shape of the wood itself may determine the overall 
expression of the work. In the carving of deities, for 
example, the final form may be suggested by the 
wood itself. The god himself is supposed to intervene 
and impose the form he wishes to take. The result 
is conceived as the artist's unconscious expression 
of thc god, manipulated, directed and realized by 
the god himself through the wood (which, remem- 
ber, has its own spiritual essence). There is no rigid 
structural principle, but an almost predetermined 
sense of rhythm and movement. The head is the seat 
of knowledge, wisdom and the spirit, so it receives 
prominence in utter disproportion to other parts. The 
countcnancc-the face, eyes, nose, mouth-is expres- 
sive of this spiritual faculty; it is almost always ex- 
aggerated. This pronounced aspect of the counte- 
nance constitutes a statement on the spiritual, and a 
calculated attempt to convey magical dimensions of 
the interplay between man and spirits and the secret 
forces of nature and the universe. The head is nor- 
mally represented by round forms and juxtaposed 
with the angular features of the limbs-a style later 
absorbed by Cubism as one of its basic principles. 

In the carving of deities there is a certain abstract 
effort (unconscious) to create the visible image 
of the spirit, an incorporeal and formless entity 
placed beyond time and space and, in thc final 
analysis, beyond man himself, especially in his lioing 
state. It is presumed, therefore, that the state in 
which the artist creates is sacred and pure. What 
results is the transfiguration and distillation of the 
essence of this sacred estate, a conceptual realization 
or imitation of a ccrtain religiously predetermined . .  

psychic intent, an ultimate abstraction of the essence. 
The impulses that go into these creations are both 
human and spiritual. It is this perfect, or imperfect, 
coordination that results in the artistic or, better still, 
the religious statement. 

The objet d'art ( a  highly inadequate term) made 
of wood ranges from deities to fertility symbols. Dei- 
ties arc represcntcd by their symbols, their messen- 
gers or medium; animals, by their totemic symbols. 
Deital sculpture may be placed in the shrine of the 
god, used in the proper rites when they arc given 
sacrifices, or serve as symbols of the spirit during 
mask dances. Others, like the fertility figurines, e.g., 
the Ekuamna of the Ashanti, serve as spiritual or 
psychic inducement to comeliness of form or beauty. 
The twin doll among the Ewes represents the dead 
brother or sister that remains with the living twin 
throughout his lifetime. Some of the carvings, like 
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a good deal of the Benin bronze heads, are archival 
in that they serve as pictorial records of dead kings 
as well as ancestral masks. 

o say that all art in Africa has a religious T or sacred function is not entirely true. 
Art, like all aspects of life, hinges on man’s sacred 
or ritualistic relationship with the dynamic force. 
This does not deny decorative art its proper place 
simply because its primary aspiration is not toward 
the divine. Pottery, weaving, dyeing, to mention only 
a few, have also been an embodiment of some of 
the aesthetic ideals of African life. On the seagoing 
canoes of the Ewe or Fanti fishermen are elaborate 
carvings of fish, animals and other legends. Cala- 
bashes are highly decorated. The famous Ashanti 
adirikru cloth is not only a study in intricate patterns 
but also a statement in folklore and ontology. Tibor 
Bodrogi, in his otherwise (photographically) im- 
pressive Art in Africa (New York, 1968), states that 
there is no l‘art pout l‘urt in Africa, since this is an 
essential development only in a so-called higher 
civilization. This is as ignorant as it is Eurocentric. 
In the well-known Ewe drum, adzto, I recall the 
numerous dufozi art objects that depicted pageants, 
love scenes, scenes of the hunt, which went on dis- 
play in the village square hours before the drums 
started. Its very name means “feast for the eyes,” 
or “the town gathers to see.” The zagbeto masks are 
children’s masks made purposely for the entertain- 
ment of children. The carving on the boats referred 
to earlier were simple statements in aesthetics. Pure- 
ly decorative functions are served by a good deal of 
what goes into the chief‘s regalia among the Ashanti. 
Beads, various tmes of hairdos and coiffures, deco- 
rated and ornamented shields (never used as such), 
costumes for ceremonial dances, decoration on 
houses and ornamental mats and pottery are a11 sam- 
ples of objects of high aesthetic appeal. 

Many of the African art objects made of wood do 
not last, nor are most of them preserved. This ac- 
counts for the opinion of early nineteenth century 
European travelcrs that Africa lacked any conception 
of art. In purely religious art renewal is a primary 
principle rigidly observed. So masks used in an an- 
cestral dance last year may not be used again. Among 
the Temne in Sierra Leone these are thrown away on 
the outskirts of the village. In several places they 
are collected and burned or buried. An object that 
serves as the medium for a deity may be promptly 
discarded after the rites and festivals are over. To 
hang onto it may bring ill health. I t  is when the 
rites are due that the priests commission new objects. 
The renewal principle is at work in most parts of 
Africa because it falls within the principle of rebirth, 
Zes rites des passages, which are in themselves pro- 
cessional advances marking out the climacterics 
made by man on the road to his final spiritual state 
as a revered ancestor. 

Thc termite principle, a pet theory among Euro- 
pean art historians, who frequently fail to undcr- 
stand the nature of the dynamicF behind this art, 
I consider bogus and trite. Besides, it is as if African 
carvers were completely helpless in the face of these 
ravaging ants. Herbal concoctions exist that are ap- 
plied to wood used in buildings in order to prevent 
termites from eating them. Fumigation is another 
age-old method, and preservation of art work from 
termites, if it were desirable, would not have been 
an overwhelming burden. 

Traditional art still exists today, especially in the 
largely segmented religious communities, in the 
shrines of the gods Ogun, Shango, Yewe, etc. A good 
deal of this art has been put under the high-level 
pressure of European-type commercialism; hence the 
emergence of the so-called airport art seen in all 
the capitals. Founders of art schools, mostly Euro- 
peans, have also flushed out of their natural habitat 
a large corps of traditional African artists and herded 
them into the cities, where they are taught art prin- 
ciples and theories. Besides, some of these art in- 
stitutes in Africa, especially in schools and teacher- 
training colleges, have for the most part deliberately 
ignored traditional art and gone to Europe for their 
models and inspiration. These changes, coupled with 
the slow demise of great courts like those of Benin 
or Abomey and the loss of interest by African nota- 
bles, who in the past served as patrons, have been 
responsiblc for the redirection of the art of Africa. 

t is nonsense to think that African art can I be discussed only in its relevance or re- 
lationship to the European Cubist movement. What- 
ever CCzanne, Vlaminck, Matisse, Picasso, Braque, 
Ldger took from it, whatever European Cubism be- 
came in revolutionary terms to European art after its 
wearied flirtation with Impressionism, has very littlc 
to do with the dynamic nature and history of Africa’s 
art. This art, therefore, must be evaluated according 
to its own principles, concepts and preoccupations. 
as per se an integral tradition subject to its own 
laws of change and adaptation. 

There is a great deal of sorrow being expressed 
in European and American art circles over the loss 
of the old art forms, the commercialization of art 
in Africa, the death of court art and the disappear- 
ance of traditional religious institutions, which were 
the greatest inspirers of art in Africa. This is, at 
best, hypocritical and idle because Africa, in the 
very nature of her contact with Europe and the Mid- 
dle East and her exposure to the practices of the 
European-directed twentieth century, is undergoing 
revolutionary and traumatic changes. It is as if, in 
the imminent demise of traditional gods and shrines, 
new institutions are now being forged, however 
haphazardly and painfully. The sociopolitical changes 
taking place in Africa are in themselves indicative 
of the changes in artistic norms and preoccupations. 


