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MATTERS OF GEOGRAPHY
The works 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

The bronze and terracotta masterpieces 
of Ife art were made by sculptors in 
Nigeria perhaps a thousand years ago. 
They saw the light of day as Europe 
was emerging from the ‘Dark Ages’.

Thus what Europeans found in the 
so-called ‘Dark Continent’ at the end of 
the 19th century was not the primitive 
art of peoples at the dawn of civilisation.  
It was evidence of centuries of African 
artistic creativity — made manifest in 
sculpture which during the 20th century 
has enriched the rest of the world.

There are thousands of ethnic 
groups in Africa. More than two 
hundred are known sculpture-makers 
— inventors, through works of art, of a 
private, formal language that is often not 
understood by neighbouring peoples.  

The examples preserved today in 
museums and private collections, in and 
outside Africa, are the tip of an iceberg 
— a fraction of a body of carved and 
cast sculpture that is unique in history.
The earliest known pottery figures 
are the heads and fragments of Nok 
sculpture (Nigeria, 900BC-AD 200).  

Of surviving wood sculptures, the 
oldest are thought to be the 17th century 
portrait-figures of the kings of the Kuba 
(Zaire); 18th century carvings of the 
Ibibio of Nigeria and 19th century fierce 
hero figures of the Chokwe (Angola).

Stilt-dancer
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PROFESSIONAL SKILLS
 ❏ Africans have created highly imaginative 

and inventive work —  sophisticated art of great 
expressiveness.  Until recently, the outside 
world saw their sculpture as the product of 
nameless people, representatives of their 
communities, obeying tradition and working 
with prescribed subject-matter allowing no 
room for decisions or choices.  Yet the names 
of carvers are remembered and their fame 
has often spread. 

 ❏ Traditionally, the African artist was 
a trained professional, although making 
sculpture may have been only one of his jobs. 
He might also practise as a priest, diviner or 
magician;  or be a blacksmith, who would 
have inherited his various skills.  He worked 
in bronze, iron, stone, clay, ivory, and most 
prolifically in  wood. Sculptors using wood, 
stone or metal are invariably men, whereas 
mural painters, weavers, basket-makers, 
raffia-workers and potters modelling domestic 
ware are usually women.

SCULPTURAL FORMS 
 ❏ The usual  subjects for sculpture have 

been the human figure or head, and animals 
— traditional themes in all ages and cultures.

 ❏ The form — or appearance — of African 
sculpture is determined by three factors:   the 
dominant tradition of the geographical region 
or group in which it is made, notwithstanding 
local variations; particular requirements of 
ritual; and the artist’s technical ability and 
powers of expression.  Certainly there is no 
unique African art style:  the numbers and 
varieties reflect the vast range of sculpture 
across the continent.

 ❏ African sculptors do not imitate nature. 
Like Cezanne, they find equivalents to it 
— amplifying the items they believe to be 
important and simplifying or ignoring others.   
Usually the head of a figure is enlarged, as are 
often the breasts and/or  stomach — areas of 
the body redolent with meaning.  Legs, and 
sometimes feet, are thought to be insignificant 
and consequently made smaller.

 ❏ Proportion is fundamental — the 
relationship of one part of the sculpture to 
another, creating an overall sense of volume. 
Important too, are the treatment of surfaces 
and the skilful carving of detail.  Eyes may be 
a slit, a cylinder or an empty circle, often like 
coffee beans.

ANCESTORS AND FETISHES
 ❏ Sculpture figures function as 

representations of ancestors.  They are 
carved as temporary refuges for dead men 
and women. Often they are commemorative 
images, kept in the home of the senior member 
of the family. 

 ❏ Some are fetishes.  Fetishism is a belief 
in charms.  Charms possess magical powers.  
Magic uses the secret forces in nature; so 
too does a fetish.  These serve to avert evil 
influences, to protect their owner and to act 
dangerously towards his enemies.  The more 
efficacious the fetish, the higher the price.
   

 ❏ Other carvings are made as a traditional 
image of a god to whom prayers, libations and 
sacrifices are offered for the well-being of an  
individual, a family or a community.

VALUE ADDED 
 ❏ Sculptures — commissioned and paid 

for — are often decorated and redecorated by 
their new owners with seeds, beads, mirrors 
and paint.  Accessories attached to the carving 
include: fibre skirt, loincloth, inlaid shells, 
feathers, pieces of leather.
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