MASTERWORKS
OF AFRICAN ART

Form, Function, and Ancestry
Across the Continent

A curated visual journey through the
materials, legends, and royal courts of
Africa’s master craftsmen.
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The Continental Canvas

_~ | CENTRAL AFRICA:

" WEST AFRICA: — ~— I" & /’/jf I Bamum (Cameroon),
™ “ Fang (Gabon/Cameroon)

Ife (Nigeria), - ‘
Baule (Ghana/Cote d'Ivoire), YoIEE AL (DRCfAngﬂlal
Mali (Dogon/Bamana)

EAST AFRICA:

Makonde (Tanzania) ~—— | SOUTHERN AFRICA:

e - Chokwe (Angola/Zambia),
i Shona (Zimbabwe)
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Dimensions of Creation

Culture Primary Mediums Core Cultural Function - Key Motif/Form

Ife Bronze & Terra-cotta Royal Portraiture ‘ [dealized Heads/Busts

Baule Wood Mythic & Ancestral Commemoration | Masks & Stools

Mali (Dogon/Bamana) | Wood & Metal Mythological Origins ‘ Spirals, Checkerboards, Antelope forms
Bamum ~ Wood, Beading, Skulls Royal Investiture & Education | The Fon, Skull motifs

Fang Wood Ancestral Connection ‘ Bieri (Abstract proportions, elongated necks)
Congo/Yaka Wood, Fibers, Metal [nitiation & Leadership - Masks, Decorated utility items

Chokwe Wood Validating the Throne ‘ Royal lineage portraits, Scepters

Makonde ~ Wood, Real Hair, Wax Individual/Sickness Portrayal Lipiko Helmet Crests, Face Masks

Shona Serpentine Stone & Wood | Personal/Utilitarian ‘ Headrests & Stone figures
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ldealized Realism in the Ife Royal Court

Location:

4. B

' South-Western Nigeria.
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The Medium: riJ ik

' Masterful use of terra-cotta and bronze,
- alongside stone and carved religious pieces.

| The Subject:

The art functions as idealized portraiture. Busts =
and heads frequently represent the Oni (king) or
high-ranking dignitaries, prioritizing lifelike
representation.
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Forged in Sacrifice: The Baule Migration g

The Legend:

In the 18th century, Queen Abla
Poku led the Akan people west
to the shores of the Comoe
River in Senufo territory.

The Name: -

The term Baule directly translates
to "the child has died" (baouli),
cementing this sacrifice in their
cultural identity.
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The Price:

To secure safe passage across
the waters, the Queen
sacrificed her own son.

» The Legacy:

Today, approximately one million
Baule inhabit the forest and
savanna lands between the Komoé
and Bandama rivers, continuing a
rich tradition of wood carving.
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Mali: Translating Myth into Geometry and Form &%

Spirals and
checkerboard motifs
directly trace back to

Dogon origin stories. Form:

. The striking silhouette

__ of the Ci Wara
Location: (antelope) headdress.
Burkina Faso and Mali.

Craft:

Known for intricate

- figurative sculpture and
metal-trimmed masks

. worn during agricultural
and communal rituals.

Palette & Motif:

Strict use of red, black,
- and white.
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The Bamum Court:
Ancestry, Intellect, and Resilience <

Honoring the Dead: Utilitarian items
frequently feature representations
of the head, as the Bamum place
immense cultural value on skulls

Royal Investiture: Beaded objects
to honor ancestors.

and statuary explicitly represent
and validate the Fon (king).

Survival: Maintained rule under the
Germans, survived French exile in 1916,
and ultimately restored their kingship.

Division of Craft: Men dominate
embroidery, weaving, leatherwork,
ivory, and blacksmithing; women
master the pottery.

Intellectual Legacy: Developed one of
Africa’s first writing systems under
King Njoya in the late 19th century.
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The Fang Bieri: Abstract Guardians of the Ancestors ®

| Location: Gabon and Cameroon.
<=3 Function: The bieri are powerful ancestor sculptures
‘ that act as physical conduits to the spiritual realm.
! Heads mounted on distinctively long, elongated necks.
p a' Highly abstract, geometric carvings that prioritize
h\\ 1 " spiritual presence over lifelike anatomy:.
e | P Figures are categorized strictly into heads, half-figures,

or full standing/seated figures.
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The Congo Basin: Art as Initiation and Authority

The Region

A vast network encompassing the Yaka
(Angola/DRC) alongside the Luba, Kuba, Pende,
and dozens of other distinct traditions.

Rite of Passage

Carved masks and elaborate headgear are produced
explicitly for initiation ceremonies and to be worn

by traditional leaders.

Everyday Power

Artistic decoration is not reserved for the sacred.
Weaponry, fly whisks, and hair combs are carved _ |
with deep, intentional decoration to signify status ’ % he i 5 VR
and intent. '
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Chokwe Craft:
Validating the Throne

Location: Angola, the Democratic Republic of
Congo, and Zambia.

The Purpose: Art is not merely aesthetic; it is a f_,,f-f""f o
political tool produced to celebrate and validate the f__,,,f"’ ﬁp‘
royal court. . 5o 7 5
x“‘ff ‘I “~
Portraits in Wood: Sculptures act as specific, _f_,,f---’“’f (0% &
historical portraits representing the royal lineage, v i"z/
ensuring continuity of power. ol

Implements of Rule: The craftsmanship extends to
ornately carved stools and chairs used as thrones, Cigr 2
alongside staffs, scepters, and spears that celebrate s
the court.
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Makonde Realism: Wood, Wax, and Hair

Loocation: Tanzania.

Dual Forms: The tradition / 3 =
centers on lipiko (bold helmet Uncanny realism achieved -~ T
crests) and distinct face by aifixing eyebrows, \ |
e ls eyelashes, and coiffures -- \
' using real hair and wax. " n\]\ﬁﬂ,
. X7 *1

Subject Matter: Masks \\ (A : |

Strong, pronounced features Pk v |
frequently portray specific, characteristic of the lipiko - e i 5
recognizable individuals, and helmets.

occasionally serve as physical
representations of sickness.




The Shona: Masters of Serpentine and Wood

Location: Zimbabwe.

The Stone: Renowned for mastering
Serpentine stone, a medium that offers a vast,
dynamic range of natural colors and hardness.

?

The Wood: While producing very little
figurative wood sculpture, they possess
a rich tradition of carving intricate,
beautifully engineered wooden
headrests.

The Funection: Shona art remains
deeply personal, utilitarian, and rooted
in rich metalworking traditions.
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Synthesis: Elevating the Everyday

African masterworks rarely exist solely on a pedestal to be observed,;
they are actively integrated into daily life and governance.

£ (e
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.
The Throne (Baule/Chokwe): The Rest (Shona): Wooden headrests The Instrument (Luba/Congo): Lutes
Seating that validates the king and that offer personal comfort while and tools that carry the physical and
anchors the royal court. signifying individual status. spiritual voice of the community.
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Synthesis: The Ancestral Lens

The physical boundary between the living and the dead is made
permeable through distinct regional craftsmanship.

Left Panel (Abstract Guardians) Center Panel (Honoring the Remains) Right Panel (Mythic Origins)
—— The Fang bieri use elongated, —— The Bamum literally and figuratively —— Dogon figures and motifs map
geometric abstraction to house elevate skulls and head motifs to keep current generations directly back to
spiritual presence. ancestors present in daily utility. the very origins of their universe.
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The Enduring Legacy of Form

African art is not a monolith.

It is a vast, sophisticated language of materials and intent—from the idealized
bronzes of Ife to the abstract wooden guardians of the Fang; from the royal thrones

of the Chokwe to the uncanny wax-and-hair realism of the Makonde.

Each tradition represents a masterwork of human expression, forever
linking the utilitarian, the royal, and the ancestral.
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