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tiri Muodern deredoprents. The period of high Furopean
colonialisn 1a the 19th and 20th centuries and the conse-
quent opening up of the African interior to world trade
and governmental systems encouraged Christian mission-
an cndeavour throughout Africa. Moreover this has
conrinued into post-colomal times. Islam also spread more
widelv in the same penod and tor similar reasons. In the
lare 20th century indigenous and “inerusive’ faiths exist
side by side with the same society, within the same
community, within the same family, and even within the
same individual.

Virmally evervwhere the spread ot Christianity has been
accompanied by the dse of prophets. These have tended
toAppedr in opposinon o the raciallviaegaitaran pracuces
of most early mission churches. Some ot these prophers
have esmabiished their own breakaway or ‘separatst’
churches, tree of European conwol, although many of
these have been shorthved, rent by dissension and com-
petition. Other churches have grown into large organiza-
tions in thelr own right. The Zairean Church of jesus
Christ on Earth through the Prophet Simon Kimbanqu is
one example, as are the many churches of the Zambian
Watch-Towermovement, which grew outof the jechovah’s
Witnesses movement. In western Africa many churches
with Christian antecedents have developed into faith-
healing, often Pentecosmlist-type churches with recreated
‘traditional African’ elements. The Aladuta churches of
Nigeria arc an example. Other prophetic movements that
began in opposition to mission churches have turned their
backs on Western Christianitv altogether and have adopred
supposed original African symbols. They have also em-
phasized polygvay as an “African’ institution, descent from
the Christian kings of Ethiopia, taboos on European-type
foods, clothing and hairstvles and so on.

Modern reformist movements in Islamic societies in
Africa have been similar, although they have not arisen in
response to racial issues. The best known are the great
Fulani jihad of the early 19th century, which was directed
against whart the Fulant leaders considered the lax practices
of the more established Islam of the region, and the
Mahdist movement in late 1 9th-cenwury Sudan, which was
direcred against the presence of European and Egvptian
power. The effects of such movements and developments
on the visual art and architecture of Africa have yet to be
tully explored.
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11, At and aesthetics.

The art-historical and aesthenc categories applied to Afri-
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wto and discussion of Atrican art and in particular §

evaluaton since the 19005 (e §

1. Crigical and scholariy approaches. 2. Aesthenc evaiuanon,

Lo CRITICAL AND SCIHOLARLY APPROACHES, Ty,
perception and identity of African art in uni\‘erg;ﬂmf
his»torv\ cre profoundly markg;d b'\‘-m'o cnltegon‘eg of ]
objects: wooden masks and figurative scuipture. In 193 4

:

Paul Guitlaume and Thomas Munro 10 Primifive Ny, 2
s

Seulpture went so tar as to present 2 map of “The Couyy
ot Negro Arr that drew a closed hne around the regioy

of Westand Central Africa and effectivedy limired Africay s

art to the mask and figurative art tradivdions that character.
ize these regions. Truly, however, the mmportance of
figurative art to an undersranding ot Atrican art history 4
cannot he overestimated. Frank Willett {p. 27) stated that
‘the greatest conuibution Africa has made ... to the
cultural heritage of mankind is its richly varied sculpue’
More recentdy, Susan Vogel (see 1986 exh. cat. Africar
Aeszhetics, p.xiv), in asserting the moral basis of much
African art, in which ‘beaudtul’ is intended and perceivel
also to ¢ ‘good’, has argued that this conflation of beauty
and goodness may explain why, in African art ‘as in Greek
art, the principal subject is the human figure—to thealmos;
rotal exciusion of nature in the form of landscape, or platt
motifs’. Consequently, while this discussion attempisi
hisrorical overview of scholartly understandings of Africa
art as a whole, it 1s mevirablv focused primadly on
understandings ot figure sculprure. .

(i Hisrerical amitades. (i) Snle and canon. (1) Conrext and meanitg
(iv) Appreciaton of form.

(i) Hi-torical atfitudes. The predominance of figuraton
African art traditions and in the history of West
collecting has left 2 legacy of countess thousands
African figures dispersed thronghout the world in cthﬂ
graphic and art museums as well as in private collecto
These figures have been litde understood in tern$ of 1
originil intentonality and socio-historical context &
brought them into being, The ‘discovery” of primitive #
including African sculpture, in the early 20th centufy ¥
a ‘discavery’ of its perceived formal qualizes accompat
by an almost twotal, and indeed often wilful, ignorant
its curural content. Figures acquired in Africa 28 €
rather than art, and as evidence of whart [EUfOP"
considered to be the primitive barbariry of Africaﬂ‘ﬁ {
NMacGaffey, p. 32) were taken back ro Furope 48 fot
objects’; little or no documentatgon was acquire
them, and thev survived as ‘mute objects, temse
damaged in the processes of collecnon and stOM
{MacGaffer, p. 33). The meanings subsequenty aterib®
to these silent ubjecrs were invented ideas tharreved ™ -
about Western history than about A frican art histofy
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Africa, §IL LD Artand aesthenes: Stele and canon

1. Fang reliquary guardian figure, wood and metal, h. 700 mm (Paris,
Musée Dapper)

of an art object’. The method of style analysis is based
upon ‘the separation of a design into its constituent parts
5o as to examine these clements and w determine their
significance in the expressive and aesthetic character of
the work as a whole” or in terms of common denominutors
within specific artstic waditions. In an attempt to svstem-
atize the studv of stvle in Fang figuragve sculpure, Louis
Perrois examined & corpus of figures and measured

proportions. such as the heighr of the head in refarig, o
thar ot the torso, and desenbed the positions of armg and
or coifrure and @ numner of specific deaj]
such as the shape of cves, nose, moath, cars

lees, the sy

s,
. Navel and .t
0 he decuced that Fang Sle ]

breasts, From his investive

Cl)ljll(] bu divided into the northera "hyper: ;‘-.n'd longifory,
srvies and the southere “equitorm and brevirorm® sede,

At one level Perrois” work can he seen as a some.
whatobsessive arrempr o codity the depominators of g,
stiles, as f chereby 1o prove that arusts necessanly oy,
within culturally predetermined  steles, alpei: perhaps
unconscionsly,

Styic analvsis as objecnve deseription has resuleed i
the cstablishment of the canon of “African ar’; g,
differentindon of stvles in termis of rhelr genres and their
ethnic provenance. Some scholars, such as William Fﬁgg,
have made major contributions to the fielc of African o
studies by advancing studies ot “rribal styles” {see Wilerr, 4
p. 29). As Sidney Kastir has argued, the approach hys 2
often been limited to an implicit “one tribe, one sl
paradigr, in whick the framework of analvais s imphc(idv
or explicitly the tribal unit with its attendant swlisic
denominators. Tribal styles have also been seen, in wm,
as building blocks to larger entities, the larger “style regions™
of African art (see 1968 exh. cat.; Rov), a version of which
approach has been adopred 1n this survey Cree VI below
Jan Vansina has argued, however, that a distributional
approack 1o African art is insufficient and that ‘el
historiczl evolvement of the [African] art forms, even the
sculptural forms, kas not been a subject of sustained
research’ {p. 1). He argues for a study of “art in Africaand
its history” rather than an “art history of Africa’, the latter
not being possible owing to the lack of monographs a;
well as the facr thar ‘too manv scholars in the fielld o
“African art” have been allergic to historical pursuits’ T
is unclear whar place ‘style regions” will occupy in the
future development of an African art history. They havt;
been a convenient way to explore and group larger stylisi
tendencies of Arrican sculpture, especially figurative, b
as the study of African art develops to include the ar
of Africa north of the Sahara and the relatively neglect
art traditions of East and Southern Africa, the inadequi
and profound limitations of the ‘style region’ appros
become more and more evident, The regional geograp!
paradiern allows for an examination of artistic traits &
comparative cultural phenomena, but it has yielded litthe
in terms of history, concentrating as it has on space
than time.

~

{i7) Costext and szeaning. The classificatory approd
rvpes ot African figurative scalpture has resulted 1n 106 5E
plete understandings of questdons of meaning in :
sculpture as well as of the relatonship between the
of an image and its original efficacy. Leon Siroto (P05
argued that in field research ‘the type-oriented gu¢
“What does this image {or object) reprcsent?” canles
crucial misunderstandings’ and that ‘equally ¢t
understandings of imagery have resuited from f‘?‘h_ﬂ
ask the person-oriented quesdon “Whom does chis &
(or object) represent?”™ (p. 7). A hrpothﬁtical €3
berween an investgator and a field informadt
illuscrative. In a Baule village in Cote d’Ivoité 2
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Africa, §II, 1) : At and aesthetics: Context and meaning

Approactes to Atrican art that concentrate oo much
on the shared parameters and components of swle in
objects removed from their context have ofren overlooked
the significcnce of the subde differences in form that
created the individualio and power of a specific work.
Leon Siroto remarked (p. 7 that ‘[African] images often
show great care in their sculptural rendering and seem
individual enough to carry specific information about their
personal identty”. He argued for a connection berween a
belief in animism—belief in personalized, man-like super-
naturals’ (p. 8)—and the artstic interpretaton of form,
such: that ‘the carver’s recogniuon of the spirit as a distiner
individual compelled him 1o use its form as a way of
differentiating it from all other spirits, and, in some cases,
from humans as well’ (p. 20). Wvatr MacGaffey argued
convincingly tor the ‘personhood’ of such ritual objects as
Kongo power hguares {awinkisi; sing. nkisiy see fig. 12),
claiming that they incarnate speciric, named persons who
are invoked, addressed and negouated with in speech. Part
of the identity of such figures is in their form and the
accumulared materials or medicines added 1o 1t in use.

Arold Rubin argued that ‘the content of Afrcan
sculpture has clearly nor received the arrenton it deserves’
(see 1974 exh. cat., African Acwmmlative Sculptire, p. 30).
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