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AFRICAN ARTEFACTS

Women pounding grain

Introduction      
PART 1
Decorated utensils, minimum furnishings  
Functional yet figurative, the multi-purpose
mat, cool headrests.     
Ever-useful pots, ritual spoons and goblets, 
stools for status, pipes, jewels, scar-lines. 
Toys and weapons, modern sign-language, 
old ironwork

PART 2
Points for discussion and suggested  
classroom activities
           (for these activities the images 
           in Part 3 should be printed out)  

PART 3
Looking at the images       
 
Mali, Crown and ornaments
Burkina Faso, Ladder
Burkina Faso, Doll
Guinea, Drum 
Liberia, Ceremonial sword
Cote d’Ivoire, Spoon sculpture
Ghana, Funeral urn
Ghana, Adinkra cloth
Nigeria, Bronze stool
Nigeria, Bronze ram pectoral
Nigeria, Bronze mudfish stool
Nigeria, Bronze vessel
Nigeria, Kolanut bowl
Nigeria, Carved door-piece
Nigeria, Shango ritual pot
Nigeria, Screen from ancestral shrine
Congo, Trade carving
C. African Republic, Bowharp
Zaire, Appliqué on cloth
Zaire, Royal stool
Zaire, Container for medicine
Zaire, Ceremonial axe
Zaire, Magic whistle
Zaire, Nduda figure
South Africa, Headrest

Map    

MATTERS  OF GEOGRAPHY
The artefacts seen in this set come from West, 
Central and Southern Africa and are listed under 
their present-day countries of origin, starting in the 
north-west and working south.  
However, ethnic groups straddle frontiers.  
Furthermore, countries called after pre-colonial 
states may not be geographically situated where 
these states existed. For instance, the old kingdom 
of Benin was centred upon what is now Bendel 
State, southern Nigeria, not in the modern republic 
further to the west. See map.
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INTRODUCTION

Unlike other societies which have 
bequeathed us so much in the way of 
monuments and material culture as 
evidence of their civilisations, Africans 
scarcely ever made anything to last. 
There are exceptions to this, notably 
the Great Zimbabwe ruins which are 
the most spectacular remains of human 
construction in black Africa.  However, 
there are many African peoples who 
produce only the most ephemeral 
works.

In the vast rural areas of the continent 
the number of agricultural and household 
objects varies from the extreme lack of 
possessions of a nomadic people like 
the Bororo, who barely own a sleeping-
mat, to the profusion of objects and 
implements found in the palaces of the 
Sudan and the civilisations of the West 
Coast lagoons, and their modern cities 
like Lagos and Abidjan.

Somba compound 
with granaries, Togo
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Points for discussion and
suggested classroom activities

This workmanship  — if it is good 
workmanship — ‘is the application of technique 
to making, by the exercise of care, judgment 
and dexterity’.  

 ❐ The craftsworker strives for precision 
and regularity;  this precision, which we see 
in so much African art, can, in Pye’s terms, be 
seen as a conscious attempt to separate art 
from natural phenomena:

‘The natural world can seem friendly only 
when you are stronger than it, and no longer 
compelled with incessant labour to wring your 
livelihood out of it.  If you are, you will be in 
awe of it and will propitiate it;  but you will find 
great consolation in things which speak only 
and specifically of man…’   

He goes on: ‘Precision and regularity… 
signified that, to the extent of his intellect, man 
stood apart from nature, and had a power of 
his own.’

PRECISE WORKMANSHIP
This resource contains images and 

information on a wide range of artefacts from 
different countries and cultures in Africa.  
Some are predominantly decorative and 
others, such as the ladder or the headrest, 
are straightforward (if beautiful) objects of 
everyday use.  Other items, the crown or the 
funeral urn, have symbolic significances.  

 ❐ What they all have in common is that they 
are handmade.  They all fall into our Western 
category of ‘craft’ and are examples of what 
David Pye, formerly Professor of Design at the 
Royal College of Art, called the ‘workmanship 
of risk’. The term ‘workmanship’ is used in 
preference to ‘craft’, which has accrued so 
many unhelpful modern connotations.  

Water carrier, Navrongo
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Part 3 — Looking at the images




