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icasso’s encounter with African sculpture at the

Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro in 1907 is con-

sidered to be a tuming point in the European per-

ception of non-European art. African forms in the

environment of a museuwm had a decisive impact on

Picasso’s work, and indeed on the course of modern
art. To a large degree, it was the French and German avant-garde’s
response to these exotic objects early in this century that precipi-
tated the reconceptualization of what were then considered to be
curios or scientific specimens into great works of art!

Art critics in Paris were also calling for a revaluation of non-
European artifacts vis-d-vis the dominant European art appara-
tus. In 1920 Fénéon, for example, published the results of a survey
of “twenty ethnographers and explorers, artists and aestheticians,
collectors and dealers,” whom he had asked, “Should tribal art be
admitted to the Louvre?” While artists and art critics welkcomed
the idea of incorporating African objects into France’s most pres-
tigious art establishment, for the museum professionals—those
aestheticians who guarded the boundaries of taste within ortho-
dox French culture—the answer was certainly not. Salomon
Reinach, the Louvre’s Curator of National Antiquities, replied,
“The wooden sculpture of the Negroes is hideous; to take plea-
sure in it would seem to be an aberration, when it is not simply a
joke.” Jean Guiffrey, Curator of Paintings, believed “it would be
paradoxical to compare the stammerings of civilizations that have
remained in their infancy, curious as they are, with the most per-
fect works of human genius” (Paudrat 1984:159).

Exotic artifacts have been discussed and exhibited in this cen-
tury in radically different ways, ranging from extreme aestheti-
cization to attempted recontextualization within the indigenous
culture. In ethnographic museums, objects have tended to be dis-
played according to overarching organizational principles,
armanged according to such categories as culture, geographical
area, function, and type—with references made to the original
social context wherever possible. Cases may be densely packed
and surrounded with details on the peoples and cultures that arti-
facts are said to represent. Notions of function, context, original
culture, and authenticity shroud the legitimacy of such displays.

Some museums refer to non-European objects as “speci-
mens,” a natural history-inspired term which subsumes objects
nto series or types rather than perceiving them as individual

AN objects in ths artele were photographed by David Fiower and are repro.
duced courtesy of The Boarg of Trusteos of the National Musoums &
Gallgries on Merseyside (Lverpoo) Museum)

1. Double figure. Xongo peoples, Central Afrca Wood. Deads giass, veg-
ata mawra, pagrment. 16 7Toem (667, Accn 115822

This sculpture was acauired by Liverpoot Museumn's Curator, Charles Gatty
in 1882, Athough ho was imeresied in promoting othnography as a modeen
sciance, Gatty clearty apgrocialed the artistc quaitios of the objects in the
museun's African collecton
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pieces. In certain museums which have natural history collec-
tions, they may be juxtaposed with mammals, birds, and flora
from similar geographical areas, often in terms of an evolution-
ary paradigm. This intermeshing of nature and culture within
the same institution can be seen in places such as the American
Museum of Natural History in New York, the Horniman Muse-
um and Gardens in London, and Liverpool Museum.

In an art gallery, on the other hand, non-Furopean artifacts
occupy very different physical and conceptual positions. The
focus is no longer on context, on what objects reveal about life in
other cultures, but rather on form. Non-European objects become
framed and viewed in distinctive ways: they may be isolated;
placed on plinths, pedestals, or special mounts; allocated individ-
ual cases; spotlit from above. The language of labels and text pan-
els tends to individualize, describing the maker (when known),
material, donor, date, place of origin, and sometimes a description
of the use of the object in ritual or culture. More general informa-
tion on peoples, cultures, or geographies will be excluded. Such
objects are labeled as “works” or “pieces” or, if considered partic-
ularly visually powerful, as “masterpieces.” While an aesthetic

Above

2. Olphant Sapi-Portuguese, Sierra Leone, 16th century. Ivory, length 57.2cm
(22 5°) Acen 13014

The hom & carved with scenes repeasenting boar and stag hunting, harpwes
and centaurs. The subjects suggest that the African artist drew inspiraton
from woodcut ilustrations In early prnted books on hunting or heraldry, Made
for European export, perhaps commssionad for use in hunting. & is one of
tha ivonas in the Fejérvary collection, donatad to the museun in 1867 as part
of the original Joseph Mayer bequest

qw:.
3 Figure. Kongo peoples, Zae Wood, glass, pigment. 23 7cm (9.3%). Acen
203832

Acquired in 1883, this figure is one of the early Alrican sculplures in the
ethnography collecsons
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approach subsumes and surrounds a non-European object with
art historical value, traditional ethnographic displays attempt to
relocate an artifact back within an original context. Taken to an
extreme, both display methods become highly problematical.
Increasingly in the late twentieth century, the distinction
between art and ethnography has been questioned and blurred
through displays that focus simultaneously on form and cultur-
al context. For example, three years ago, two of the exhibitions
organized for africad5, the United Kingdom-wide celebration of
African arts, inverted the traditional stereotyping. On one side
of Burlington Gardens in London, the Royal Academy of
Arts displayed a panoramic selection of what might normally

4. Pendant plague. Benin kingdom, Negera, 18IW153th century. Bronze,
20.3cm (8°). Acen 244189918

This plague, acqured in 1899, was wom by cheels or itlehoiders on the left
hp or chest Ar of Benn obpects came 10 Liverpool Musaum as early
as 1897, atter the Brinsh Punstive Expedtion 1o Benin. The Director at the
time, Dr. Henry Ogg Forbes, was among the first scholars 10 take an inter-
€51 i and purchass Benin an

be considered ethnographic objects in the exhibition called
“Africa: The Art of a Continent.” The accompanying book de-
scribes the history and culture of each geographical region rep-
resented. At the back of Burlington Gardens, the Museum of
Mankind mounted a display of contemporary metalwork sculp-
ture by the London-based Nigerian artist Sokari Douglas Camp.
Boundaries slip further and further, then, as a national art
gallery exhibits “ethnography” and a national ethnography
museum displays contemporary “art.”

Over the past century, the African collections at Liverpool
Museum (which became part of the National Museums &
Galleries on Merseyside in 1986) have been interwoven into these
debates on the distinction between ethnography and art. The fol-
lowing brief history will show how these objects have been col-
lected, conceptualized, and exhibited in terms of their aesthetic
qualities. The profile of the collection was formed through two
key periods of acquisition. Over a quarter of the present holdings
were gathered between 1895 and 1916 by a single donor, Amold
Ridyard, a chief engineer on the Elder Dempster Shipping Line.
The second acquisition period took place almost fifty years later,
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when the focus of the museum'’s collecting policy was on masks
and figurative sculpture from French West Africa. Overall the col-
lection is now rich in sculpture from West and Central Africa.

The African Collections in the Late 19th Century

On May 3, 1852, an Act of Parliament established a Public
Library, Museum and Gallery of Art, and the complex was for-
mally opened on Shaw’s Brow (now William Brown Street) on
Oxctober 18, 1860, The museum was to accommodate a large and
important collection of natural history specimens donated to
the town by the XIlith Earl of Derby in 1851. The profile of the
museum changed dramatically in 1867, when Joseph Mayer, a
Liverpool jeweler and goldsmith, donated his collection of “Art
Treasures,” including rare collections of ethnology (e.g., Fig. 2)
as well as Egyptian, Classical, Medieval, and later antiquities. In
a letter to the museum in February 1867, Mayer explained, “I
always had in mind to make the collection as much illustrative
of the ants of the differing nations as 1 could, so as to connect
ancient and modern art” (in Worrall 1980:14).

The 1881 exhibition “Prehistoric Antiquities and Fthnog-
raphy” was held not at Liverpool Museum but the Walker Art
Gallery next door, perhaps for reasons of space. According to
Charles Gatty, the museum’s Curator, the display was intended
to “promote Ethnography,” considered to be “one of the most
interesting and important branches of modern science... .In both
the ancient and modern groups exist the undeveloped germs of
religious and artistic instincts....The committee believe that
there is no town in England which could give such valuable
help to the Study of Ethnography as Liverpool.”? Although
Gatty subsumed exotic artifacts into the dominant evolutionary
paradigm of the time, he 1s also clearly aware of the aesthetic
qualities of these collections (Fig. 1). The commuittee even decid-
ed to erect a museum annex behind the Walker Art Gallery “for
the better display of the permanent collection of Ethnographic
objects”; it opened in 1882 (Fig. 3).

When objects began to flow into the country after the
British sacking of the kingdom of Benin in 1897, Dr. Henry
Ogg Forbes, then Director of Liverpool Museum, was one of
the first scholars to take an interest in and purchase Benin art
(Fig. 4; Karpinski 1984:54). In his article published in 1898,
“On a Collection of Cast-Metal Work of High Artistic Value,
Lately Acquired for the Mayer Museum,” he clearly expresses
his admiration for the bronzes: "The wonderful technical art
displayed in their construction, their profuse ornamentation,
and the high artistic excellence of nearly all of them, quite
astonished students of West African ethnology” (Forbes
1898:49) 3 Forbes doubted, however, that the sculptures could
have been made by Africans, and speculated that they were
instead made by “foreigners.” Two years later he published a

second article, “Cast-Metal Work from Benin,” referring again |

to these objects as art.

The Amold Ridyard Collection, 1895-1916

The profile of the collection began to change when Amold
Ridyard'’s first boatload of artifacts arrived from coastal Africa.
From 1895 until his retirement in 1916, this maritime engineer
assiduously transported 2,481 ethnographic objects to Liver-

2

5 Head of a Queen Mother Benin kngoom, Nigena, early 160 century
Bronze, 3Scm (13.6%). Acen 27,11 9908

Each Oba of Borwn corderred ™ tile of Queen Mother (lyoba) on his moth.
ot This pece, donated by Arnold Ridyard in 1899, is considered 10 be one
of the mos| important works v Liverpool Museun's colections. Ridyard, a
chie! engneer on the Liverpool-based Fider Dempsier Line, was Liverpool
Museumn's most commitied berefactor at the tum of the century. He donat-
ed around 2,500 ethnographic obpects over a period of 21 years, ncuding
arange of mporiart masks and figurative carvings

pool Museum from West and Central Africa. Initially he had a
taste for wooden masks and figurative sculpture. The single
most spectacular piece from the Ridyard collection is an early-
sixteenth-century cast-bronze Queen Mother head from Benin
(Fig. 5). Donated in 1899, it is now considered to be one of the
most important objects in the museum. Ridyard also acquired a
variety of Yoruba carvings and genre figures from Nigeria,
seven Sande helmet masks from Sierra Leone, five polychrome
Douala masks, ! groupings of Bafo and Bamileke carvings from
Cameroon, three white-faced masks from the Ogowe River area
(Figs. 6, 7), and Fang carvings from Gabon. Ridyard seems to
have had a particular liking for the so-called nail fetishes
(minkisi, sing. nkisi) made by the Kongo peoples of Central
Afnica. Altogether there are eight of these power figures in his
collection (Figs. 8-10), including a koso, or double-headed dog,
and around forty carved wooden “fetish” and other figurative
carvings from Mayumba, Landana, Banana, and Boma,

Ridyard, it seems, never missed a voyage in all his twenty-
one years at sea. According to museum stockbooks, he donat-
ed objects in groups every three to four months, each time his
ship retumed from a voyage to Africa. Over time, with this
constant flow back and forth between Liverpool and Africa, the
collections came to reflect the ports of call of the Elder
Dempster ships, mapping some of the key European trading
sites on the coastline at the time. Ridvard's collection is
remarkable, not only because it is unusually dense in masks
and figurative carving but also because the material is coastal
and trade-related rather than provenanced predominantly to
British colonial territories. Collections were amassed from
regions formerly administered by the French (Fig. 11),
Belgians, Germans (Cover), and Portuguese, as well as the
British, located between the coastline of Sierra Leone (Fig. 12)
and the mouth of the Congo River. The Fang carvings and nkis:
figures are precisely the types of objects that drew the interests
of artists and art critics, such as Vlaminck, Braque, Picasso,
Derain, and Apollinaire, who included them in their collections
during the first decade of this century. But while the French
avant-garde could encounter such sculpture on public display
in the museums of Paris, and even acquire such material
through networks of dealers and colonial officials, it was rare
for a museum In late-nineteenth-century England to gather
and exhibit sculpture from Gabon and the then French Congo.

According to Annie Coombes, Liverpool Museum's African
collection was one of the “largest and fastest-growing...in
Britain from 1890 to 1913, second only to the national collec-
tion at the British Museum” (1994:129)—largely because of
Ridyard’s contributions. The growth in the African holdings
decreased dramatically, however, after his retirement. The
ethnographic collections would never again have such a single
comumutted benefactor.
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Between the Wars:
Trevor Thomas and the Display of “Primitive Art”

...We have for a long time wallowed in jazz which
initially was rooted in West Africa...the tide of
artistic opinion has become strong in favour of
negro work, and in the Liverpool gallery many fine
examples can be seen.

(Thomas 1935¢:29)

While there were few additions to the African collection itself
after 1916 (Fig. 13), the decades between the wars proved to be a
period of great energy and activity in terms of the interpretation
and display of the museum’s non-European material. Public
interest in ethnography was rekindled in 1926 by Liverpool
Museum’s autumn exhibition of “Primitive Art.” This was fol-
lowed in 1928 by a special exhibition on “Native Ivory Carvings
from Africa.” In January 1930 a temporary exhibition of the
Spenser-Pryse collection of West African paintings was en-
hanced by material from the Ridyard collection; a new Africa
gallery opened to the public soon afterward.

Trevor Thomas, Keeper of Ethnology from 1931 to 1939, in
particular developed interests in comparative art, the aesthetics
of display, and the relations between Africa and modern art.
Not only did he give a variety of lectures on “primitive aesthet-
ics” during this period, but he wrote a range of articles on

24

6. Mask. Fm?(?). Ogowe River area, Gabon. Wood, fiber, pigment; 33cm
(13"). Accn 27.11.99.96.

| The onginal museun record states: “Wooden mask, Yamee, painted white,

used in pleasure dances.” It was presented by Amold Ridyard in 1899, The

| objects he collected for me museum were related 1o the West Alrican
| coasta trade and herefore did not necessanly onginase rom Brivsh-admin-
| Istered regions.

ethnographic art and modernist display, including four for the
Museums Journal alone between 1933 and 1939,

In the first of these articles, “Willow Weavers: A Problem in
Presentation” (1933), Thomas addresses general issues of museum
presentation, and focuses on a basketry exhibition in particular. In
“Modemism in Display,” published the following year, he sug-
gests, “The function of the museum as an arbiter of aesthetic taste

~as well as an aid to the educational development of the public is

achieving well-deserved recognition” (1934:221). Here images of
old and new displays are compared—the new cases revealing a
more symmetrical, linear, less cluttered approach to exhibition
design. “Costume Display” (1935a) assesses some of the problems
encountered in exhibiting collections of ethnographic and Oriental
costume, and again Thomas illustrates his ideas with examples of
new simpler, more structured and organized case layouts. In his
final piece, “Penny Plain Twopence Coloured, The Aesthetics of
Museum Display,” Thomas outlines some ideas on rhythm, move-
ment, and form, illustrated with detailed case layouts and gallery

- designs, explained in terms of “a choreography of specimen

arrangement.” “The art of display,” he concludes, “is primarily a
question of communicating an aesthetic experience” (1939:11).

A short article, “Approach to Primitive Art,” was published
in 1935 (Thomas 1935b), and in the same year he wrote on “How
the Department of Ethnology Aids the Study of Racial History.”
“It is but recently that it has become fashionable to recognise the
qualities of primitive art,” he contends, and claims Liverpool
Museum to be “the proud possessor of one of the finest West
African collections in the world._.in the Africa Gallery will be
found works of art worthy of the finest civilisation” (1935¢:29).
In the section “The Art of the Negro,” Thomas asserts:

The outstanding specimens are the carved masks
and fetishes showing a rare appredation of aesthetic
values in the subtlety of their craftsmanship. Many
of the figures show a marked affinity to some of the
works of Epstein...It is impossible in one short arti-
cle to convey to readers the infinite stores of beauty
and curious knowledge which lie at the very door of
our city. They must be seen to be believed.
(Thomas 1935¢:29-33)

Thomas published a further article in Man on a rare collection
of Bafo figures from Cameroon acquired from James Harrison
through Ridyard at the tum of the century. In “Varation on a
Theme: Analysis of Small Carved Figures from Bali, Cameroons,
Africa,” he discusses the formal compositions of these unusual
sculptures and again reiterates the significance of African art: “If
a balance of aesthetic and scientific methods can be applied it is
likely to yield valuable insights to the study of primitive art”
(1938:33). Writing of the skillful carvings, rhythmic patterns, and
motifs of these sculpted forms, Thomas draws analogies
between African objects and European sculpture, suggesting
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7. Mask. Puru, Gabon Wood, pigment; 30cm (118°) Accn 10 1085 1

Believed 10 be porrate of the deceased, such masks from the former
French colony ol Gabon were collected at the twurn of the century by many
ol the modernist artists in Paris. This exarnple was presented 10 the muse-
um by Arnold Ridyard in 1896

that “it may be profitable to examine the treatment adopted by
some modem sculptors such as Henry Moore” (1938:3, 37). This
ethnologist in the 1930s reveals a remarkable awareness of
recent movements in modem British sculpture—and its connec-
tion to the African objects at his museum.

summeor 1090 - alrican arls

In September 1938 Thomas left Liverpool to spend a year
studying museum methods in the United States. Three years
later, in 1941, Liverpool Museum was hit by an incendiary bomb
during the Blitz, and, tragically, some of the ethnographic mate-
rial was destroyed in the resultant fire. Attempts were made
after 1945 to reconstitute the collections through gifts and pur-
chases. From 1949 to 1953, for example, ethnographic objects
were received from the Wellcome Historical Medical Museum,
including two Kota reliquary figures from Gabon (Fig. 14), a
carved ivory figure of the Virgin Mary (Fig. 15), and Kuba mate-
rial from what was then the Belgian Congo.
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Left

8. Nwis figure. Kongo peoples, Central Alrica. Wood, metal, pigment, glass,
cloth, 88om (28°) Accn 265962

The museum record states: “Wood fetish called Cawso: Landana counlry,
Portuguese Congo * Arnold Rigyard particulary favored the power Iigures
called minkisi (sing  nkisl). He presented this example in 1896

Right.

9. Nkis/ igure. Kongo peoples, Central Alrica. Wood, metal, cloth, glass, pig-
ment, vegetal material, 40cm (15.77). Accn 24.6.1901.3

So-caked nall fetishes ke this one, presented by Arnold Ridyard in 1901,
were admired Dy the French avant-garde

Opposite page.

10, Niosy figure (originally labeled “Mungarka®). Kongo, Central A¥ica. Wood,
nails, half a scissors, mud compound, caramic, pigment; 44cm (17 3°) Acen
25021

Armold Ridyard presented this figure 1o the museurn on behal of Mt O
Somenberg in 1900
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8. Nwis fhgure. Kongo peoples, Central Alrica. Wood, metal, pigment, glass,
cloth, 86om (28°) Accn 265962

The museum record states: “Wood fetish called Cawso; Landana counlry,
Portuguese Congo * Arnold Ridyard particularly favored the power Iigures
called minkisi (sing  nkisl), He presented this example in 1896

Right
9. Nkis higure. Kongo peoples, Cenlral Alrica. Wood, metal, cloth, glass, pig-
ment, vegetal material, 40cm (15.77). Accn 24.6.1901.3

So-caled nail letishes lke this one, présented by Arnold Ridyard in 1901,
were admired Dy the French avani-garde

Opposite page.

10, Niasy figure (originally labeled “Mungarka®). Kongo, Central Afica. Wood,
nails, half a scissors, mud compound, ceramic, pigment; 44cm (17.3°). Acen
25021

Armold Ridyard presented this figure o the museun on beha! of Mt O
Somenberg in 1900
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Collecting in the 1960s:
The “Classical Style”

The second key period of African acquisitions for Liverpool
Museum occurred in the latter half of the 1960s, when a large
part of the ethnology allocation of the War Damage Fund was
used to purchase material from areas then underrepresented
in the collections. Reflecting the collecting policy of the Keeper
of Ethnology, Richard Hutchings, the new acquisitions con-
sisted almost entirely of wooden masks and figurative carv-
ings from Africa and elsewhere, chosen for their formal
qualities and visual impact (Figs 16, 17, 20). They included a
variety of sculptures from the Dogon, Mossi, Lobi, Senufo,
Bamana, Bobo, Malinke, Kurumba, Dan, Guro, and Baule
bought from art galleries in London, Paris, and Amsterdam.
Several Dogon pieces were acquired from the renowned
French art dealer Charles Ratton, in whose Paris gallery in the
1930s the Surrealists had held some of their most innovative
shows (Fig. 18).

This “primitive art” collection exemplified what some have
termed the “classical style” (e.g., Rubin 1984:14). Largely creat-
ed and validated by French art dealers and artists in the first
half of this century, this style favored dark wooden figurative
carvings, sculpted naturalism, and Western classical composi-
tion in African artifacts. For William Rubin it consisted of “high-
ly refined, often intricate workmanship, beautifully polished or
patinated surfaces, and a restrained, stylized realism” (1984:17).
Non-naturalistic, often massive, multicolored objects from the
Pacific region, by contrast, would stand outside the boundaries
of this European-derived aesthetic,

The classical style included certain African art traditions
within its parameters of taste. Statuettes and masks from the
Dogon, Baule, Dan, Guro (Fig. 19), Senufo, Fang, Kuba, Luba,
and Vili peoples, for example, fit the classical mold, although
precise preferences varied:

Certain kinds of Fang, Kota, Bambara and Senufo art
were favored by both groups (artists and collec-
tors)...collectors consistently prized the “classic”
Baule, Guro, Kuba, Luba and Vili material, while gen-
erally disdaining the abstract, transformative and
transmogrifying styles Picasso liked, as typified...by
the work of the Baga and Grebo.

(Rubin 1984:14)

This stylistic preference has endured, even now dominating
the pages of such glossy tribal art magazines as L'Art d'Afrique
Noire and Tribal Arts, where Dogon, Baule, and Kongo figures,

Left
11. Figure. Ogowe River, Gabon. Wood, 51cm (20°). Acen 19.4.98 20

Amold Rdyard presenied this sculpture in 1898. The Ridyard label sug-
@=s1s it to be a figure from Batanga, Camercon.

Opposite pags.

12. D'mba figure. Baga. Sierra Leone. Wood, beads: 68 5cm (27°). Acen
20.897.20,

Such female figures appeared al ceremonies of harvest, marnage, bath,
and ancestral commemoration. Picasso owned a similar type of fig:
ure. This example was presented by Amoid Ridyard In 1897,






Counterclockwise from top left

13. Mask. Bamun, Cameroon. Wood, sheet copper. cowrles, beads, S8cm
(22.8"). Acen 1933154

Although relatvely few additons to the African collections wera made in the
1920s and 30s, this beaded heimet mask is notable. It was presented to the
museum Dy the John Holt Skvpping Company in 1833

14. Religuary figre. Kota, Gabon. Wood, copper, brass, approx. S0cm
(20%). Acen R3846/1936

Such fgures would have been placed on top of bark boxes containing the
skulls of ancestors. This plece, originally from the Welicome Histoncal Med-
cal Museun, was acquired by Liverpoot Museum in 1351 as it attempted 10
rebuld the ethnographic collections afler some material was cestroyed dur-
ing the Bay

15, Figure of the Virgin Mary, Angola, 19th century. Ivory, 24 5cm (8.57)
Accn 49 4182

Chnstan and Alrican iImagery are combined in this carving, & gft of the
Welcome Historical Medical Museumn In 1949, The orignal label reads
“Statuette of Virgn Mary standing on snake—Negro work for a mission.”
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among many others, lavishly illustrate almost every issue. The
objects for sale at the renowned auction houses in New York
and Paris are similarly ascribed value by these classical criteria:
notions of form, presence, and pedigree are listed as an integral
part of the value of these works. A certain age and usage—a
patina, a perceived authenticity—are required. Untainted by
twentieth-century modemization, such objects were made and
used in the nineteenth-century colonial era. Contemporary
urban nonritualistic creations, such as haircut signboards, fall
outside this connoisseurial category.

The artifacts that fit the classical style are largely from the
former French colonies of Africa: Mali, Cote d'Tvoire, Gabon,
and the former French Congo. The collection of the art critic
Guillaume Apollinaire consisted almost entirely of objects from
France’s African empire—and Picasso’s and Matisse’s taste too
revealed a marked preference for pieces of that origin. The col-

Below
16. Figure. Baule, Cote dvoire. Wood, 21cm (837) Accn 1964556

This figure was purchased in 1964 during a major penod of collecting by
the museum

RILV)'

17. Fgure. Kongo peoples, Democratc Republic of Congo. Wood, pigment;
29cm (115°). Acen 1964.55.9

This figure was purchased in 1964 Objects acquired during the 1960s col
lecting penod wera chosen for thair formal qualtes, especially those which
fit nosons of the “classical styla.”
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Lot

18 Ancestor figure. Dogon. Malk, late 18th/earty 19th century. Wood, 65cm
(26%) Acen 1967.113.1

The ancestor sits on a stool supported by four figures with uprased arms
The plece was purchased from Charles Ratton's gallery in Paris in 1967 dur-
ng & major penod of acquisitions

Above:

19 Mask, Guro, Cite divore. Wood, bark, iron/steel, pigment;, 50cm (19.5°),
Accn DPTEMP 400

The “classical style” favored dark wooden carving and polished or patinat-
ed surlaces, seen in this mask

lections that Hutchings amassed in the 1960s for Liverpool
Museum also consisted of material from former French colonies
and not, as with many other ethnographic collections in the
United Kingdom, the legacies of British colonial rule

In the mid-1960s many of the museum’s newly acquired
French West African sculptures were displayed in the reception
room of the education block. Other important pieces from the
ethnology collections were shown in the Treasures Gallery near
the entrance. The following decade Hutchings’s successor as
Keeper of Ethnology, Charles Hunt, curated an exhibition of
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African masks and figurative carving at the Walker Art Gallery.
“A Still Ecstasy: African Sculpture from Liverpool Museum”
(1973) displayed recently acquired material from Mali and Cote
d’lvoire as well as sculptures and masks from Nigeria,
Cameroon, Gabon, Angola, and the Democratic Republic of
Congo—many of which had been collected by Ridyard and oth-
ers over half a century before.

Exhibiting “Primitive Art” in the 1970s

New ethnography galleries were opened at Liverpool Museum
in February 1976. Although Hutchings had already left, his
vision had been for a gallery of “primitive art” which would
display many of the fine sculptures acquired in the 1960s. Hunt
carried out many of his predecessor’s plans

The African art section of the gallery was organized into both
cultural areas and themes. Thematic displays included cases
labeled “Europeans in Africa,” “Islam in Africa,” and "Masquer-
ade.” Many objects were presented in individual vitrines and lit to
bring out their formal qualities. Cultural areas were exemplified by
displays of objects from the Edo, Yoruba (Fig. 21), Igbo, and the
Western Sudan (Fig, 22). These were grouped in cases embedded
in curvilinear wall units, color coded to distinguish each area.
Large photographs and text panels mounted above cases atternpt-
ed to evoke rather than didactically contextualize the cultural
groups on display. The cases devoted to the Westemn Sudan con-
sisted of sculptures from the Malinke, Mossi, Bobo, Kurumba,
Lobi, Bamana, and Dogon, which had been purchased using the
previous decade’s criteria favoring the classical style. In an adja-
cent area the display on masquerade exhibited Senufo masks and
a costume from Cote dIvoire, a costume and masks from the
Sande sodety of the Mende of Sierra Leone, Tjo and Igbo masks
from Nigeria, and a group of brightly painted Douala masks from
Camercon. Overall this Africa gallery was dominated by the
museum’s wooden masks and figurative sculpture, and by the cast
bronzes and carved ivories from Benin; this aesthetic perspective
was distinctive and unusual for a natural history-oriented, local
government museum in Britain in the 1970s.

Most notable perhaps was the gallery of “Primitive Art,”
which included around twenty objects from various parts of the
non-European world. Chosen for their aesthetic impact, almost
all were individually cased. For the subsequent Keeper, Yvonne
Schumann, the focus on art and aesthetics was considered the
most suitable method to show the quality of these collections:
“It is hoped to present the sculptures untrammelled by text to
encourage visitors to study art forms from Africa, the Americas,
Oceania and Indonesia,” she writes in her introduction to the
displays. “The term Art Gallery indicates the simple, almost
clinical background which allows the objects to stand alone, to
‘speak for themselves’ “ (Schumann n.d.:4, 7).

This gallery, consisting predominantly of dark wooden figu-
rative sculpture, was deliberately placed next to the display of

20. Figure. Baue, ClOte d'lvore Wood, beads, 38.7cm (153%) Accn
1966.109.2

This work was pwchased n 1966 Like most of the other sculptures
acquired during the 1960s, & is from a former French colony and fits the
notion of the “classical style."
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Top:
21, Part of the cultural-area display devoled Lo the Yoruba in the Alnca
Gallery at Liverpool Musoum, instalied in the 19708 and stil on view today

Large photographs and text panels mounted above cases attempt 1o ovoke
rather than didactically contextualze the culture

Botomn:

22. The Alnca Gabery at Liverpool Museum, which opened in 1976, was
noticeable for its focus on ndividual pieces and “primitive an.” Objects
were isolated in cases and it 10 enhance their formal qualites. The area
devoted 10 the Western Sudan, dismantied in the 1980s, included many of
the Malinke, Kurumba, Lobi, Bamana, and Dogon carvings purchased in

| the previous decade

Classical marble statues donated by Henry Blundell. This juxta-
position—of light and dark, marble and wood, European and
non-European—was intended to provoke visual comparison. A
photograph of The Dancer by Picasso was displayed near a case
of Fang and Kota reliquary figures from Gabon in an attempt to
trace formal influence and affinity (Fig. 23).

While the sections devoted to Edo, Igbo, and Yoruba cultures
remain to this day, the Primitive Art gallery, along with the
Western Sudan and Masquerade galleries, was dismantled in
the early 1980s, to be replaced in due course by a display on the
Americas. Many of Liverpool Museum's finest sculptures from
Africa were subsequently put into storage.

Exhibiting African Art in the 1980s-1990s

Over the past decade, some of the key sculptures and masks
from the reserve collections have nevertheless been loaned to a
range of art exhibitions, both national and international. In
1988, for example, a Dogon mask, along with objects from the
Pacific and the Americas, appeared in the “Surrealism” exhibi-

| tion at the Tate Gallery, Liverpool. In 1991 the South Bank

Centre’s National Touring Exhibition, “Exotic Europeans,” in-
cluded Asante goldweights, a Benin bronze armlet, an Igbo bust
of the traveler and writer Mary Kingsley, a Yoruba figure of
Queen Victoria, and an engraved calabash from Sierra Leone;

| some of these had been acquired by Ridyard. Significantly, al-

though “Exotic Europeans” displayed artifacts from Liverpool
Museum'’s ethnography collections, the exhibition was held at
the Walker Art Gallery next door.

In “Expressions of Belief: African, Oceanic and Indonesian
Art from the Museum voor Volkenkunde, Rotterdam,” held at
Liverpool Museum (November 19, 1992-April 18, 1993), non-
European artifacts were conceptualized as works of art. The
major international touring exhibition “Africa Explores,” initi-
ated by the Center for African Art, New York, was shown at the
Tate Gallery, Liverpool, a year later and included objects from
Liverpool Museum’s African collection: one of Ridyard’s
minkisi, as well as three figurative carvings and two Kota reli-
quary figures.

Most recently a group of Central African figurative carvings
and a Kota reliquary figure were chosen for “The Spirit of
Cubism” exhibition, which opened at the Tate Gallery, Liverpool,
in May (closing in April 1999). Rather than being presented mere-

" ly for their formal affinity with Cubism, these sculptures will be
. exhibited, along with Cézanne’s work, as one of the crucial influ-

ences on Picasso and Braque.
alrican arts - summer 1598



23 Relquary figure Kota, Gabon, late 10th century Wood, copper alloy,
60cm (23 5%). Acon R3848/1936

This figure was displayed noar a photograph of The Dancer by Picasso as
part of the “Primitive At gallery at Liverpool Museum in the 1970s. It is cur-
rantly exhibited, along with works by Cézanne, in “The Spirit of Cubism®
show at the Tate Galery, Liverpool (May 1988-April 1999), as one of the key
influences on Picasso and Braque

The African objects at Liverpool Museum have been collected,
conceptualized, and displayed throughout this century as works
of art—an unusual approach for a British museum in the early
decades of this century, but one that is even more significant con-
sidering the composition of the institution itself. Because of the
predominance of its natural history collections, Liverpool
Museum has always tended to prioritize science over art, didac-
tic/contextual approaches over more aesthetic/formal perspec-

summer 1998 - alrican arts

tives. Other divisions delimiting art and sculpture collections to
the Art Galleries on Merseyside (the Walker Art Gallery and the
Lady Lever Art Gallery) could, in theory, have further removed
these African collections from a concern with art historical lan-
guage and aesthetic taste. Despite their museological classifica-
tions, however, objects of African origin at Liverpool Museum
have, as we have seen, been treated as equal in formal power to

European sculpted forms
Although it is still possible to see the Benin bronzes and ivories
and the Yoruba and Igbo sculptures on the second floor of the
museumn, many of the finest sculptures and masks from the
African collection remain in storage. However, the National
Museums & Calleries on Merseyside was recently awarded a
major grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund which will enable
these important collections to be put back on public display. [
Notes, page 93
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different ways.? More serious still is the fol-
Jowing exampile, In the course of their discus-
sion of the imagery of the bull, a central
symbol in Joola ritual life, the authors write
(p. 263, my itakics);

The preservation and display of the
horns of sacrificed bulls i= said o still
have been widespread in Joola extend-
ed family compounds in the 19th centu-
ry, and is encountered today in certain
older compounds in Kasa, as our exam-
ples show. These horns are also sometimes
hung an the outside uwlls around the howse
as signs of the wealth and strength of the
ancestors wiose footsteps the younger gon-
erstions are invited to follou

This passage sounded very familiar to me.
Indeed it should have. In my Cultural,

Economic, and Religlous History of the Basse '

Casamance (1985:37), | quoted a priest from the
Holy Ghost Fathers, himself writing in 1885:

One sees, all around on the walls of the
house, cattle horns which, they say,
hang there so that their children may
see that their ancestors had large
herds, and to inspire them to follow in
their footsteps.

Imitation may be the sincerest form of flat-
tery, but 1 would have appreciated a footnote.
There is none; nor are the archives of the Holy
Ghost Fathers listed anywhere in the bibliog-
raphy. The reader will also note that the time
reference (1885) has been lost in Bourdier and
Trink's version, thereby transposing the state-
ment to the present. Cattle horns are still hung
on the outer walls of some Kasa houses, but
the authors are here using a 100-year-old text
to interpret their meaning. That is quite a long
ethnographic present!

These lapses in scholarly method are
troubling. | hope the problems are limited to
the chapter on the Joola, where I was able to
identify them. Other scholars, specialists on
the Fulbe and the Sereer, will be better
judges of the scholarship in the other sec-
tions of this book. (W)

Notrs, page 9%

QRIXAS: OS DEUSES VIVOS DA
AFRICA

(ORISHAS: THE LIVING GODS
OF AFRICA IN BRAZIL)

Abdias do Nascimento
IPEAFROjAfrodisspora, Rio de Janeiro, 1995.
Text wn Partuguese and Englisk. 170 pp., 74 color
photos, glossary, references, bibliography, hist of
exhabitions, $79.95 hardcover,

Reviewed by Daniel J. Crowley

To some degree, the social structure of Brazil
today s what we might have if the South had
won the Civil War: a small and infinttely
wealthy white landed elite, a smallish profes-
sional class largely descended from relatively

recently arrived European (and Japanese)
immigrants, and an immense and immobile
underclass of mostly mixed African, native
American, and European ancestry. Although
at least seventy percent of Brazilians are part
Afrnican, degree-of-color prejudice (“the
lighter the better”) {5 universal. In such a con-
text, this coffee-table book is a bit unusual,
documenting as it does the [ife and works of
an 83-ycar-old Afro-Brazilian painter who has
spent his life fighting to identify, present, and
defend the African elements i Brazilian cul-
ture. Described as a “poet, scholar, dramatist,
essayist, politician, propagandist, and orga-
nizer,” Abdias do Nascimento is also a fine
patnter who portrays the symbols and figures
of the Afro-Brazilian Candomblé or Macumba
religion brought by Yoruba slaves, who syn-
cretized their hierarchy of gods with Catholic
saints. Along with Cuban Santeria and
Haitian Vodun, Candomblé today &5 spread-
ing rapidly throughout the New World
among people of every ancestry bored with
the perceived rigidities and ineffectualness of
Christian sects.

Readers of this journal have been attracted
to African cultures by their sculptures and
textiles, the infinitely complex significance
and functions of which have corsiderably less
appeal than their beauty. The seventy-two
paintings reproduced in Orixds were intend-
ed to produce entirely different aesthetic re-
sponses in their viewers. Many are squarely
geometric, bold presentations of masklike
faces of the gods such as Oshun (pl. 27, p. 68)
or their symbols, such as the bow and arrow
of the hunter goddess Oshossi (pl. 45, p. 102)
from which sprout vines and leaves, or an
abstract design derived from Asante adimirz
tdeograms (pl, 10, p. 30) more often used to
decorate cloth. Others are almost cartoonlike,
with stick figures (pls. 16, 17; pp. 47, 48) car-
rving out ritual activities, others with biblical
reference, such as Adam and Eve: Oshunmare
(pl. 24, p. 60.) Always brightly colored and
skillfully executed, at their best they are
charming and striking (e.g., Oshunmare, god-
dess of the rainbow as both human and mer-
maid, pl. 21, pp. 53-54); all too often, however,
they appear to be overcomplex geometric
patterns  projecting little of their mystical
power to the uninitiated viewer.

But Nascimento is more a political activist
than a religious zealot, and he constantly reit-
emtes the cruel history of the Africans in
Brazil. Indeed, this book is dedicated to the
rebel slave Zumbi of the maroon community
of Palmares on the third centennial of his
death on November 20, 1695, and points out
the outstanding work of such Afro-Brazilian
artists of the past as Aleijadinho, Mestre
Valentim, and Manuel da Cunha. After found-
Ing the Black Experimental Theater in 1944
and the Black Arts Museum in 1968,
Nascimento spent ten years in the United
States as Chair of African Culture in the New
World at the Puerto Rican Studies and
Research Center, State University of New
York at Buffalo; he also painted and exhibited
extensively during this period, On his return,
after founding the Afro-Brazilian Studies and

| source, not excised nor circumaised.

obyects at the oth

Rescarch Institute (IPRAFRO) in 1982, he was
elected to the Brazilian Congress, later to the
Senate, then to the Secretariat for the Defense
and Promotion of Afro-Brazilian Peoples
(SEAFRO) and the Rio de Janeiro State
Council of Culture, where he continues his
fight against the absorption of his black coun-
trymen into “a compulsorily half-breed,
homogenized ‘Brazlianness” * (p. 31)—fight-
ing words to Brazilian nationalists.

The book begins with the author’s praise-
poem for the “Freedomfighter Eshu” (anti-
establishment trickster god), a foreword by
Molefi Kete Asante, exponent of Afrocentrism
at Temple University, and a preface by
Nascimento's translator (and wife), and two
articles by Nascimento on Candomblé, What
follows are more than seventy-two brilliant
color plates (some fold-out) of his paintings,
interspersed with thirteen adulatory but
informative essays about Nascimento and his
works published over the last three decades
by eight Brazilians, a Nigerian, a Ghanaian,
an Argentine, and two North Americans.
After a final poem to Oxala (usually “God the
Father” but to Nascimento “O King Oshala,
mother of God, penis and vagina, progeny’s
"), there
is a valuable glossary of the all-too-little-
known Candomblé terms wsed. Indeed, this
volume gives access 10 a workd—and a world

¢ view—about which we know little. ()
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