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AFRICAN MASKS

In villages throughout Africa the mask is part of a masquerader’s costume. Its first purpose is to act as
a temporary dwelling place for a spirit. It can cover just the face or the entire head, while the rest of the
body is hidden with fringes of raffia palm fibre and long flowing robes. Here are outstanding examples,
some still in use, from many places.
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MATTERS OF GEOGRAPHY
The masks seen in this teaching
guide 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 African continent is one of the areas
of the world where the true meaning of
a mask is still apparent; where masks
continue to be made and worn for
dancing, ceremonial and ritual.

At first they were mainly objects
of study for anthropologists.
But
nowadays such masks are recognised
as occupying an important place in the
wider spectrum of African art, which
is being displayed in art galleries as
well as museums. Masks like these
continue to be ‘collected’; and this is
perhaps fortunate, since they are often
made of varieties of wood with a limited
lifespan.

However, nearly all the examples
chosen are museum pieces — acquired
for the most part by European travellers
during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.

‘A masked figure…
is a god who
becomes visible at
times of ceremony
and ritual’
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African society is changing under the
cultural pressures from the outside
world. These outstanding examples —
now carefully preserved in museums in
Africa as well as outside — belong to
the heritage of a disappearing world.
Dan masquerader
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PART OF A LIVING CULTURE
❏❏
The first purpose of an African mask is to
act as a temporary dwelling-place for a ‘spirit’,
‘being’ or ‘force’, which is invisible because it is
not permanently united with a body.
❏❏
A mask is a visible manifestation of a god.
The dwelling-place is not only the carved, painted
and adorned object, but the man wearing it.
Enveloped in costume, the spirit takes possession
of the whole. As long as the divine presence lasts,
the mask — which is the wearer and the thing
worn — belongs to the world of the sacred.
❏❏
An African mask is not a disguise used to
hide an identity. A masked figure is not a man
pretending to be god-like, but a god who becomes
visible at times of ceremony and ritual.
❏❏
A vital part of religious and social life,
masks are used for rites of passage — initiations,
funerals — and agricultural rites to secure an
abundant harvest.
❏❏
They are also worn to protect good people
from wrong doers and misfortune.
❏❏
In Africa masks give expression to the bond
between a group of people and their ancestors.
At the same time a mask is the embodiment of a
tradition, and sustains a confidence in continuity
in changing times.
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‘Masks still play an important role
in secret societies…’

❏❏
Masks still play an important role in secret
societies, which are widespread throughout
Africa. These are usually formed for the wellbeing of the ethnic group, to uphold moral welfare
and tradition, as well as representing a police and
legal authority.
❏❏
Today, masquerades often serve as a
form of entertainment — for visitors on special
occasions, and for tourists. This need not lessen
their traditional significance.
❏❏
Masks reveal the artistic and creative
strength of black African sculptors. The best are
works representing the essence of African art, for
Africans as well as for others.

USED MOSTLY BY MEN
❏❏
Masks seen in museums have, of course,
been removed from their proper context, taken
away from their village setting and sphere of
influence. However, it is important to remember
that with few exceptions the use of the mask is
restricted to men, even when the characters
portrayed are women.

❏❏
Women are not even allowed to see
certain masks. Others serve to drive them away
from the camps where young boys are prepared
for initiation.

MASQUERADE COSTUME
❏❏
Throughout Africa the mask is only a part of
a masquerader’s costume, which is an elaborate
and colourful ensemble. Masks cover the face or
entire head. The body is completely hidden with
fringes of raffia palm fibre and long flowing cloth
robes. Sometimes the masquerader wears tight
garments of string net. In some places masked
figures perform on stilts.

AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION
❏❏
The appearance of masks is accompanied
by the sound of rattles, drums or horns. Figures
add to the cacophony with supernatural noises
made by small instruments — played sometimes
inside the mask. Music, song, dance, drama and
audience participation combine to create a highly
charged spectacle.
The sculptor Jacob Epstein said of the
masks he had collected: ‘We, of course, see them
now as isolated pieces on pedestals, but if we can
imagine them as originally used in their sacred
or tribal dances, worn by the fetish men moving
through the crowds of onlookers, brought to the
highest pitch of excitement by drums and chanting,
their effect must have been tremendous.’
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