


75 PLAQUE: MOUNTED KING AND ATTENDANTS 
Nigeria: Court of Benin 
Middle period, 1550-1680 
Bronze, 19\.'2'' high 
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148 MALE ANCESTOR FIGURE 
Irian Jaya (West New Guinea), Asmat tribe 
Wood, paint, other materials, 76 W' high 
Collected 1961 by Michael C. Rockefelle r 



The Museum of Primitive Art was founded in 1954 to 
foster the understanding and enjoyment of the arts of 
Africa, Oceania and the Precolumbian Americas . 

This has been done through acquisition, preservation and 
display of the Museum's unique collections at the Museum 
and through loans to exhibitions held by museums, art 
galleries and schools throughout the United States. 

It is a gratifying measure of the response to The Museum 
of Primitive Art's aims that a large selection of its finest 
works is now to be circulated by The American Federation 
of Arts to several of the country's great museums. I am 
confident that these works will be greeted with merited 
recognition of their high place among the arts of the world. 

Nelson A. Rockefeller 
President and Founder 
The Museum of Primitive Art 
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FOREWORD 

The American Federation of Arts has for many years organized exhibitions from the 
collections of American museums. For example, from 1970 to 1972 selections from the 
Collection of the Smith College Museum of Art traveled to thirteen museums, and in 
1960 a major exhibition was drawn from the Collection of the Whitney Museum of 
American Art and was shown in six cities across the country. This program is one of 
which we are particularly proud in that it encourages American museums to share their 
rich collections with a much larger public. 

One of the most extraordinary collections to be assembled in recent history is that of 
The Museum of Primitive Art-presently totaling approximately 3,200 objects from 
Africa, the Americas and Oceania. Founded in 1957, in only seventeen years it has be
come one of the outstanding collections of the world and has been responsible for a 
series of exhibitions and publications of singular quality. 

four individuals to whom we are particularly indebted have been instrumental in build
ing this Museum: Nelson A. Rockefeller, its Founder and President; Rene d'Harnon
court, the former Director of the Museum of Modern Art and Mr. Rockefeller's friend 
and advisor on the assembly of the Collection; Dr. Robert Goldwater, the Museum's 
first Director; and Douglas Newton, its present Director and former Chief Curator 
from 1957 to early 1974. Rene d'Harnoncourt was also for many years a Trustee of The 
American Federation of Arts, and a great advocate of its national program. It is, there
fore, with particular pleasure that the Trustees and staff of AF A undertake the presen
tation of this great Collection across the country. The exceptional response from so 
many museums is a testimony not only to its quality but to the high regard that is now 
rendered to Primitive art. 

Deep appreciation is also due to the staff of The Museum of Primitive Art: most 
importantly to Douglas Newton, whose personal interest and attention have assured 
the singular quality of this exhibition; to Julie Jones, Curator, and Susan Vogel, Asso
ciate Curator, for their selections and texts on the Americas and Africa respectively; 
to Dorothy Lytle, the Museum's Registrar for all her cooperation and advice; and to 
Beverley Hutchinson, the Registrar's Assistant. Others who have made significant con
tributions are Kathleen Haven for her elegant design of the catalogue and exhibition 
graphics; to Jane Fluegel for her careful editing of the catalogue; and to Louis Santini 
for his experienced and patient advice on the safe packing and transportation of this 
exhibition. 

I wish further to express my appreciation to certain members of the AFA staff who 
have, with particular enthusiasm, undertaken all the details: to Melissa Meighan and 
Michael Shroyer for their attentive registrarial work and, in particular, to Jane Tai for 
not only scheduling the exhibition but also for seeing that all elements of this complex 
project were brought together. 

Finally, the AFA and the museums of this country who will present this exhibition, are 
grateful to the National Endowment for the Arts for its singularly generous grant for 
the exhibition and publication. 

Wilder Green, Director 
The American Federation of Arts 



47 KNEELING FIGURE 
United States, Mississippian (1200-1500 A.D.) 
Duck River, Tennessee 
Stone, 26 Yi" high 



INTRODUCTION 

An important aspect of the policy of The Museum of Primitive Art has always been its 
loan program. From the beginning, the Trustees believed that if the Museum was to ful
fill one of its most important functions- the demonstration to a wide public of the qual
ity of primitive art in the hope that understanding and appreciation of it would be 
disseminated- then the program should be as active and generous as possible. It was 
their firmly held conviction that nothing equaled the impact and appeal of an object's 
actual presence before the viewer in its own substance -wood, stone, bronze, gold, or 
whichever of the possible range of materials the artist had chosen. Besides, the Muse
um's own home was small in scale: there was never any chance that all, or even a sig
nificant part of its growing collections, could ever be permanently displayed there to 
the public. A high percentage of the Museum's collection was therefore on loan at any 
one time to a very wide range of institutions and exhibitions, from fellow museums to 
local schools, from the highly specialized to the general. A few objects, of course, have 
been permanently disbarred from leaving the building; those of the greatest rarity and 
fragility of which every fortunate institution owns a small number. And in return, mu
seums and private collectors in this country and abroad have responded in kind with 
loans towards The Museum of Primitive Art's exhibitions and publications. 

The most extensive loan show from The Museum of Primitive Art was "Art of Oceania, 
Africa and the Americas," held at The Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1969. In 1976, 
with the opening of the Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, The Museum of Primitive Art 
will find a new function as part of The Metropolitan Museum of Art: it will also have a 
location in which the major part of the collection will be stabilized on permanent display. 

It is all the more gratifying that, before this redefinition of the collection's role takes 
place, the Founder and Trustees of The Museum of Primitive Art have consented to the 
circulation of about one hundred and fifty of its masterpieces by The American Federa
tion of Arts. Many are already deservedly famous; a few important, recent acquisitions 
have not been exhibited before. 

To those for whom an encounter with this world of art is a voyage of discovery, we can 
confidently say, in the words old cartographers wrote on their maps: Here are marvels. 

Douglas Newton, Director 
The Museum of Primitive Art 
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AREAS IN MEXICO 

I Nayarit 

2 Colima 

3 Veracruz 

4 Guerrero 

5 Oaxaca 

6 Chia pas 

7 Yucatan 
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THE AMERICAS 

Man in America has an ancient history. Isolated within the great American continents, 
ancient man lived, and multiplied, apparently free of the civilizations and traditions 
contemporaneously forming in the Old World. With the inundation some twelve thou
sand years ago of the Bering Sea land bridge (the means by which Paleolithic hunters 
had crossed from Asia into this hemisphere) America was on its own, and in many ways 
unique, path. It was a path which would lead to the organization of powerful political 
states, to the building of cities, to the elaborations of complex intellectual and religious 
systems, and to the production of a multitude of art forms. The art forms were of neces
sity simple at first, small in scale and intimate in design and image. Increased social 
complexity and the appearance of the first so-called high civilizations in Mexico and 
Peru during the second millennium B.C., produced art forms of increased complexity: 
complexity of meaning, symbol, and substance. 

Present day viewers of Native American art must constantly grapple with this complex
ity; the uninitiated eye and mind will seldom be able to read meaning and symbol on 
relevant levels. For instance, the well-known "smiling figures" of ancient Veracruz 
(no. 10) much loved and often noted for their lighthearted countenances and dance-like 
gestures, are usually thought to be free of the more general sobriety characteristic of 
M_exican art. Yet information, other than that to be found in the figures alone, suggests 
that that very lightheartedness has its origin in the most somber of events, imminent 
death. Indeed it is not necessary to know this in order to appreciate these innocent, 
child-like images, to respond to the immediacy of their smiles, or to perceive them as 
more or less well executed works of sculpture; however, in knowing it, a measurably 
greater dimension is added to the figures, their very innocence takes on an ambiguous 
significance and one looks with question at their smiles. 

The difficulties of meaning, symbol, context and usage are ever present for us in all the 
Native American arts, for the sensibilities and perceptions which produced them are 
vastly different from our own. To our eye, the early Peruvian vessels (nos. 31 and 33) in 
the form of cats have all the familiarity and charm of domesticated house cats. There 
were, however, no domesticated cats in ancient Peru; cats were wild, fierce and subject 
to considerable veneration. We can stand in front of a Maya low relief carving (no. 21) 
and readily understand it as a narrative scene. Yet originally the sculpture was the lintel 
of a doorway, and it would never have been seen - unless the viewer lay on his back on 
the doorway floor and then the image would have been seen sideways- as we see it 
today. Thus, as we are mentally lying on that doorway floor and wondering why the 
ancient Maya put sculpture in such visually inaccessible places, we are reminded of 
those inh~rent complexities which make us check and re-check what we see, and learn 
and re-learn what we know. 

Mexico 
The ancient history of Mexico is culturally divided into three parts, the Pre-Classic or 
Formative (1500-B.C.-A.D. 300), the Classic (A.D. 300-900), and the Post-Classic 
periods (A.D. 900-1520). During the middle part of the Pre-Classic period the Olmecs, 
a people living along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico, began making the pyramids and 
plazas, large sculptured stelae and altars, and the beautifully finished carvings of jade 
for which they are so well known today. In the subsequent Classic period, the great city 
of Teotihuacan flourished in the highlands of central Mexico, and the city grew to be 
the largest and most elegant ever to exist in the ancient New World; it was full of enor
mous and compelling temples, palaces colorfully and extensively decorated with wall 
paintings. The last period of Mexico's ancient culture history was one best known to us 





through the Aztecs, powerful rulers of Mexico when the Spaniards arrived in the six
teenth century. The Aztecs, who had a complex intellectual, ritual and artistic life , have 
come to represent - in many minds - ancient Mexico itself, when in fact the Aztecs were 
but a small part of a long and full history of that varied and demanding land. 

Maya 
In southern Mexico and adjacent Guatemala, the Maya, a people related to, yet linguisti
cally and culturally distinct from, the Mexicans, produced an art of delicacy and flambo y
ance during the Classic period. Today Maya art is renowned primarily for low-relief 
sculpture which appears on the large, free-standing commemorative stones known as 
stelae, on wall panels, and on lintels; for small-scale, carefully detailed ceramic sculp
ture; and for ceramic vessels on which complex ritual and mythological scenes are 
painted. Strong Mexican influence appears in the art of the Maya area at the end of the 
Classic period. 

Gold 
Gold was first worked in ancient America in Peru at about 2000 B.C. Knowledge of gold
working techniques diffused northward from Peru into Ecuador and Colombia, traveled 
across the Isthmus of Panama, and arrived in Mexico only in the late first millennium 
A.D. All extant Precolumbian gold objects come from tomb burials, where the objects 
had been placed to adorn in death those they had graced in life. 

Peru 
The cultural history of Peru is divided into five parts, in which the earliest, known as the 
Initial period (2000-1400 B.C.), established characteristic life patterns. The. Early 
Horizon (1400-400 B.C.) saw the growth of the power of the peoples of Chavin and the 
production of temples and plazas, "flat" relief sculpture of inordinately complex design, 
and ceramic vessels of formally strong volumes. The Early Intermediate period (400 
B.C.-A.D. 500) gave rise to the Mochica on the north coast and the Nazca on the south, 
while the Middle Horizon (A.D. 500-900) was dominated by the powerful highland 
states of Huari and Tiahuanaco. The art of this period is rich in materials, sophisticated 
in color, and severe in concept. During the Late Intermediate period (A.D. 900-1476) 
the kings of Chimor built the great walled compounds in the north coastal city of Chan 
Chan. The Late Horizon (1476-1532) belongs to the Incas, who when they conquered 
the Chimu city of Chan Chan, found it dazzling and opulent, rich beyond dreams. So too 
did the Spaniards find Inca Peru when they arrived not long after, rich beyond dreams. 

North America 
The inhabitants of North America (above Mexico) did not attain the cultural or social 
sophistication of the ancient civilizations of Middle and South America. The native art 
of what is now the United States and Canada is highly regionalized; materials, functions, 
images, meanings, all vary widely. The art of the Northwest Coast, for instance, which is 
presently thought to date no earlier than from the eighteenth century, consists pri
marily of wood sculpture in a myriad of functional and ritual forms. An archaeologically 
known art such as that of the Southeast, where man had a very ancient history, on the 
other hand, consists primarily of objects of stone and a few of shell or bone. 

Julie Jones, Curator 
The Museum of Primitive Art 
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I INCISED CELT 
Mexico, Olmec (1200-800 B.C.) 
Provenance unknown 
Jadeite, 14%11 high 

2 FIGURE SEATED ON BENCH 
Mexico, Olmec (1200-800 B.C.) 
Provenance unknown 
Serpentine, 4W' high 

3 SMALL YOKE 
Mexico, Olmec (1200-800 B.C.) 
Said to be from Guerrero 
Porphyry, 7 W' high 



4MASK 
Mexico, Tlatilco (900-600 B.C.) 
Valley of Mexico 
Ceramic, 5 !4'' high 

5 TWO FIGURES, MALE BEATING DRUM 
Mexico, Nayarit (400-600 A.D.) 
Possibly Ixtlan del Rio area 
Ceramic, 16\4'' high 

6 VESSEL IN FORM OF ACROBAT 
Mexico, Colima (100-600 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Ceramic, 9 !4'' high 

.5 

4 

6 
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8 

7 FEMALE FIGURE 
Mexico, Mezcala (date uncertain) 
Balsas River area, Guerrero 
Diorite, 9" high 

8 FIGURE WEARING ANIMAL-SNOUT HEADDRESS 
Mexico, Mezcala (date uncertain) 
Balsas River area, Guerrero 
Serpentine, 6%" high 

9 STANDING FIGURE 
Mexico, Teotihuacan (200-600 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Greenstone, 16 W' high 

9 



10 FIGURE, POSSIBLY GOD IMPERSONATOR 
Mexico , Classic Veracruz (600-750 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Ceramic, 20 W' high 



11 13 
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11 PALMA 
Mexico, Classic Veracruz (600-900 A.D.) 
Said to be from Nautla area 
Stone, 18Ys" high 

12YOKE 
Mexico, Classic Veracruz (600-900 A.D.) 
Said to be from Papantla area 
Greenstone, 15%" long 

13 HACH A IN FORM OF FISH 
Mexico, Classic Veracruz (600-900 A.D.) 
Said to be from Ignacio de la Llave 
Stone, 14%'' high 



15 

14 

16 

14 FACE PANEL OF TLALOC (GOD OF RAIN) 
Mexico, Mixteca-Puebla (1250-1500 A.D .) 
Provenance unknown 
Greenstone, 5 W' high 

15 MACUILXOCHITL (GOD OF FLOWERS, MUSIC AND DANCE) 
Mexico, Mixteca-Puebla (1250-1500 A.D.) 
Possibly Teotitlan de! Camino area, Oaxaca 
Ceramic, paint, 22%" high 

16 EFFIGY VESSEL, POSSIBLY EHECATL (GOD OF WIND) 
Mexico, Mixteca-Puebla (?) 
Provenance unknown 
Alabaster, 9 W' high 



17 FIGURE LEANING ON STAFF 
Mexico, Huastec (900-1 200 A.D.) 
Northern Veracruz 
Stone, 35" high 

18 RATTLESNAKE 
Mexico , Aztec (1350-1520 A.D .) 
Possibly Valley of Mexico 
Stone, 14" high 

17 

18 
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19 

20 

19 CROSS-LEGGED FIGURE (DEITY?) 
Honduras, Maya (600-800 A.D.) 
Possibly Copan area 
Jadeite, 4 \4'' high 

20 CYLINDRICAL VESSEL, ENTHRONED FIGURES 
Guatemala, Maya (600-900 A.D.) 
Said to be from Nebaj area 
Ceramic, polychrome slip , 8%" high 
Gift of Mrs. Gertrud A. Mellon 

22 HEAD OF CHAC (GOD OF RAIN) 
Mexico, Maya-Toltec (1000-1200 A.D.) 
Chichen Itza, Yucatan 
Stone, 13%" high 



21 LINTEL, PRESENTATION SCENE 
Mexico, Maya (600-900 A.D.) 
Yaxchilan-Bonampak area, Chiapas 
Limestone, paint, 35" high 



23 FIGURE OF A GOD OR SPIRIT 
Jamaica (about 1500 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Wood, shell inlay, 27" high 
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24 FIGURE HOLDING TROPHY HEAD 
Costa Rica (800-1200 A.D.?) 
Said to be from southwestern Costa Rica 
Basalt, 34%" high 

25 EAGLE PENDANT 
Costa Rica (1200-1500 A.D.) 
Possibly Diquis Delta 
Cast gold, 4%" high 

26 ANTHROPOMORPHIC FIGURE PENDANT 
Panama, Veraguas (1200-1500 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Cast gold , 4 \4" high 

26 
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27 

28 

27 STYLIZED FIGURE PENDANT 
Colombia, Tolima (date uncertain) 
Provenance unknown 
Cast gold , 7 Ys" high 

28 PENDANT WITH BIRD 
Colombia, Muisca (1300-1500 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Cast gold, 4 \4'' high 

29 PECTORAL WITH ORNAMENTED FACE 
Colombia, Calima (date uncertain) 
Provenance unknown 
Hammered gold , 11" wide 



30 STIRRUP SPOUT VESSEL 
Peru, Chavin (1200-900 B.C.) 
Provenance unknown 
Ceramic, 9%" high 

31 STIRRUP SPOUT VESSEL IN FORM OF CAT 
Peru, Chavin (700-500 B.C.) 
Tembladera, Jequetepeque valley 
Ceramic, 9 W' high 

32CUP 
Peru, Chavin (700-500 B.C.) 
Provenance unknown 
Soapstone, 3W' high 

30 

31 

32 
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34 

33 SPOUTED VESSEL IN FORM OF CAT 
Peru, Paracas (700-500 B.C.) 
Said to be from Callango, lea valley 
Ceramic, 8 !4" long 

34 SPOUTED VESSEL IN FORM OF TROPHY HEAD 
Peru, Necropolis (200-100 B.C.) 
Provenance unknown 
Ceramic, 7 !4" high 

35 SPOUTED VESSEL IN FORM OF FIGURE 
Peru, Nazca (100 B.C.-200 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Polychrome ceramic, 8Vs tl high 
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Raymond Wielgus 

36SAMPLER 
Peru, Nazca (100 B.C.-200 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Wool and cotton, 27 % x 41 !4 ti 

37 ORNAMENTS, GOAT-SUCKER BIRDS 
Peru, Nazca (100 B.C.-200 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Hammered gold, 4Ystl high 

38 DANCE WAND 
Peru, Nazca (100-400 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Hammered gold, 13% ti high 

35 
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39 STIRRUP SPOUT VESSEL 
Peru, Mochica (200-500 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Ceramic, 12%" high 

40 STANDING FIGURE 
Peru-Bolivia, Tiahuanaco (300-700 A.D.) 
Said to be from Pu no area 
Stone, 18%" high 

41 SHIRT 
Peru, lea (1000-1450 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Wool and cotton, 23 Yi x 30 Yi" 

42 PAINTED TEXTILE, POSSIBLY BURIAL CLOTH 
Peru, Central Coast (1100-1400 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Cotton, 47% x 53" 



43 ARYBALLUS 
Peru, Coastal Inca (1450-1530 A.D.) 
Provenance unknown 
Ceramic, 8% /1 high 
Gift of Mr. Arthur Bullowa 

44 ARYBALLUS 
Peru, Coastal Inca (1450-1530 A.O.) 
Said to be from Piura area 
Ceramic, 7 \4 /1 high 

45 SHIRT 
Peru, Coastal Inca (1450-1530 A.O.) 
lea valley 
Wool and cotton, 41 Y2 x 31 11 

46 SHRINE FIGURE(?) 
Peru, Coastal Inca (1450-1530 A.O.) 
Provenance unknown 
Wood, 29% 11 high 

43 
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46 

44 



48 FEMALE FIGURE 
Canada, Kwakiutl (before 1900) 
British Columbia 
Wood, 50" high 



49 SEA BEAR MASK 
Canada or Alaska, Haida? (before 1900) 
Provenance unknown 
Copper, fur, 12" high 



50 BLANKET 
United States, Navajo (about 1850) 
Arizona 
Wool , 71 x 60" 



AFRICA 



AFRICA 

Very little of the world's art was ever intended to be seen in museums and galleries as 
we see it today. Museum-goers have come to expect this dislocation and almost automati
cally fill in the missing cultural background. Because few people are equipped to visu
alize the cultural context of African art as they do for art from more familiar traditions, 
the dislocation becomes particularly distorting in this case. 

Traditional African art was almost never primarily decorative or illustrative; it was func
tional , for it played a necessary part in religious and political ceremonies that made 
orderly human life possible. Looking at an African art object without understanding its 
original significance is equivalent to looking at a Madonna and seeing only a woman 
with a child. 

The aesthetic quality of the works in this exhibition is of foremost importance to us, but 
it was rarely of prime importance to the people who made and used the objects. Indeed, 
the beauty of a sculpture was often irrelevant to its function . Some figures in this exhi
bition, for example, were functionally interchangeable with nonaesthetic objects such as 
a ball of clay, a bundle of sticks, or a dish containing offerings. This is not to say that the 
beauty of these works was not recognized or valued by their owners - far from it - but 
our great emphasis on their form is a kind of exaggeration. 

Another distortion comes from seeing masks or figures in isolation which normally ap
peared as a very small part of a whole artistic composition that included music, costume 
and choreography. The Yoruba figure of a mother and child (no . 72) was probably kept 
in a rather dark Shango shrine most of the time and brought out in public only periodi
cally when it was carried in procession with other sculptures. Then it could be seen in 
motion, high on the head of a dancer, perhaps freshly painted red and blue and partly 
wrapped in white cloth. 

African sculptures often looked different to their original audience for another reason: 
displayed only occasionally or given a very dramatic presentation, they were necessarily 
seen in a highly charged atmosphere in which anticipation, euphoria, faith or fear 
colored the way they appeared. 

How then can the museum-goer approach African art? It is only too easy to be over
whelmed by the apparently unknowable, to be blinded by their strangeness. Aware of 
the distortions in our approach to African art, we can nevertheless enjoy its forms and 
seek to understand some of its meanings. 

This art was created in what we call traditional African societies, that is the kingdoms 
and agricultural village communities that existed in Black Africa long before the colonial 
era. Each ethnic group, and there are hundreds, has its own culture, language and re
ligion that are quite distinct from those of its neighbors. Art styles too differ from one 
people to the next. Not all African societies make sculpture - the peoples of eastern and 
southern Africa have put their creative energies into other art forms: elaborate body 
decoration and a vast oral literature of epic poems, myths and tales . 

Most traditional African art that has survived dates from the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. In most cases, it is practically impossible to assign a date to an African sculp
ture since we know very little about African art history and signs of wear or aging of 
wood are notoriously unreliable. 

There is no clear cutoff date for traditional art and culture because in some places the 
cultures that produced this art are still very much alive, in others, contact with the West 
and economic development wrought tremendous change very early. Today under the 



TRIBAL AREAS 
I Ashanti 
2 Baga 
3 Bambara 
4 Barnum 
5 Baule 
6 Benin 
7 Bobo 
8 Buye 
9 Chokwe 

10 Dan 
11 Dengese 
12 Dogon 
13 Fang 
14 lbibio 
15 Ibo 
16 Ijo 
17 Kongo 
18 Ko ta 
19 Leg a 
20 Luba 
21 Lwalwa 
22 Mau 
23 Mbala 
24 Mossi 
25 Senufo 
26 Songe 
27 Yaka 
28 Yoruba 



impetus of a new nationalism, the ancient traditions of Africa are gradually fusing with 
elements of Western, Christian and Islamic culture to form a totally new and unique 
modern Africa. 

The religious and the political intermingle in traditional African art, and at times are 
hard to distinguish. Benin heads (nos. 73 and 74), for example, represent royal ances
tors and are thus the focus of a religious devotion; an Oba (king) commissioned heads 
to represent his predecessor and sacrificed to them . The commemorative heads, how
ever, served a political purpose as well, because possession of them, the right to sacrifice 
to them (and their acceptance of sacrifices), legitimized the political power of the Oba. 
The use of a rare and valuable material (here bronze but also gold, ivory or beads) and 
virtuoso workmanship are characteristic of African political art because it was often 
used to display the wealth and prestige of the ruler. The Chokwe chair (no. 92) and the 
Songe stool (no. 93) reinforced political prestige, as did the Ashanti lions (no. 70) that 
may once have been attached to the top of a throne . 

More purely religious works provide a locus where different kinds of supernatural 
forces, often ancestral or nature spirits, may be contacted and appeased. Baule figures 
represent earth spirits that have pursued and troubled someone until he (or she) has a 
figure carved (no. 68). Once the figures were consecrated, and this belief is widespread 
in Africa, then the spirit will inhabit the carved image, receive sacrifices there and be 
calmed. The Baule say that a figure is "like the spirit's stool, he sits there but he can come 
and go." The sculpture is thus a locus, a point of contact with the other world, never 
an idol. 

Fetishes are the only kind of African sculpture with intrinsic, inherent powers. These 
derive from the concentrated force of all the individual elements of which a fetish was 
made (nos. 86 and 87). Animism, the prevailing religion in Africa, holds that all things 
and all beings both living and dead are imbued in varying degrees with a life force that 
can be manipulated by man. Thus the horns bound to the Mau mask lend the mask 
some of the life force of the ram (no. 67); blood sacrifices bring to a shrine or spirit the 
life force of the slaughtered animal. 

African art may also be concerned with teaching and enforcing proper moral behavior. 
During initiation, when youths were taught the beliefs and laws of their people, works 
of art were used to provide a dramatic lesson. The Lega displayed ivory heads and fig
urines to illustrate aphorisms that taught the responsibilities of men and warned of the 
evils of immorality (no. 99). Yaka youths made masks to wear when they returned to the 
village from the initiation camp (no. 88) . The masks dramatized the transformation that 
turned bbys into men, full-fledged members of adult society. Men's associations were 
entrusted with the enforcement of laws and the punishment of wrongdoers. Masks 
were sometimes worn by Ibibio men assigned to execute criminals (no. 79). In the Came
roun grasslands masked men might police the marketplace to settle disputes and pre
vent thefts (no. 81). 

Far from alien, the concerns expressed in African art are those of all humanity : that our 
work will prosper and our children grow strong; that we be safe from harm from other 
men, that death not take us. And that while we live, our surroundings be beautiful and 
pleasing to look at. Nothing strange, African art confronts the fundamental fears and 
desires of all mankind. 

Susan Vogel, Associate Curator 
The Museum of Primitive Art 



51 STANDING MALE FIGURE 
Mali: Dogon (Tellem) 
Wood, patina, 82%" high 



52 

54 

52 SEATED MALE FIGURE 
Mali: Dogon 
Wood, iron rings, 28%" high 

53 GRANARY DOOR 
Mali : Dogon 
Wood, 36\12'' high 

54 STANDING FEMALE FIGURE 
Mali : Bambara 
Wood, brass, thread, 24\12'' high 

53 



55 SEATED MOTHER AND CHILD 
Mali: Bambara 
Wood, 48%" high 



56 ANTELOPE HEADPIECE 
Mali: Bambara 
Wood, metal bands, 35%" high 

57 HYENA MASK 
Mali : Bambara 
Wood, metal, 20\4" high 

58 MASK WITH FEMALE FIGURE 
Upper Volta: Mossi 
Wood, metal, 29\r2'' high 

59 BUTTERFLY MASK 
Upper Volta: Bobo 
Wood, paint, hemp, 51 \4" wide 

56 57 



58 



60 

60 FACE MASK 
Ivory Coast: Senufo 
Bronze, 814" high 

61 a, b STANDING MALE AND FEMALE FIGURES 
Ivory Coast: Senufo 
Wood, paint, 23W' high, 23%" high 

61 



62 HELMET MASK 
Ivory Coast: Senufo 
Wood, 41%" high 
Gift of Mrs. Gertrud A. Mellon 



63 HEAD 
Sierra Leone, Sherbro Island: Bulom or Sherbro 
Stone (Steatite) , 10 W' high 

65 MASK 
Liberia: Dan 
Wood, paint, cord, hair, iron, 8 Vs" high 

63 

66 FEMALE FIGURE 
Liberia: Dan 
Wood, fiber plaiting, cloth, metal, paint, 23 11 high 

67 MASK 
Ivory Coast: Mau 
Wood, feathers, horns, cloth, fiber, 37%" (with feat hers) 

65 66 



64 HEADDRESS 
Guinea: Baga 
Wood, 46\12'' high 



68 a, b STANDING MALE AND FEMALE FIGURES 
Ivory Coast: Baule 
Wood, white clay, beads, 21 %" high, 20%" long 

69 FUNERARY HEAD 
Ghana: Ashanti 
Clay, 12" high 

70 a, b PAIR OF LIONS 
Ghana: Ashanti 
Gold, 2 YI" long 

71 HEAD FOR DIVINATION 
Nigeria: Yoruba 
Ivory, 3Ys" high 

69 

68 



72 MOTHER AND CHILD FIGURE FOR A SHAN GO SHRINE 
Nigeria : Yoruba 
Wood, paint, 28\.1!'' high 



73 HEAD 
Nigeria: Court of Benin 
Early period, about 1550 
Bronze, 9 l4" high 



74 HEAD 
Nigeria : Court of Benin 
Middle period, 1550-1680 
Bronze, 10%" high 



76 

77 

76 STANDING FEMALE FIGURE 
Nigeria: Court of Benin 
Late period, 18th century? 
Ivory, metal, 13" high 

77 MAIDEN SPIRIT MASK 
Nigeria: Ibo 
Wood, paint, cloth, 13" high 

78 SHRINE FIGURE 
Nigeria: Ijo 
Wood, paint, 25W' high 
Gift of the MatthewT. Mellon Foundation 

79 PART OF A THREE-FACED HELMET MASK 
Nigeria: Ibibio 
Wood, traces of paint, 23" high 
Gift of Mrs. Margaret Plass 



79 



81 

80 

80 HEADDRESS 
Cameroun, upper Cross River 
Wood, skin, human hair, resin, rattan, metal, 9W' high 

81 HELMET MASK 
Cameroun : Barnum 
Wood , copper, glass beads, cowrie shells, woven raffia, 
26" high 



82 MALE FIGURE FROM HOUSEPOST 
Cameroun: Barnum 
Wood, 35%" high 

83 RELIQUARY FIGURE 
Gabon: Fang 
Wood, 14" high 

84 RELIQUARY FIGURE 
Gabon: Kota (Mahongwe) 
Wood, brass and copper wire, sheet brass, 20 W' high 

83 

84 

82 



87 

85 

86 

85 MASK 
Zaire: Kongo 
Wood, 14%" high 

86 KNEELING MALE FIGURE, FETISH 
Zaire: Kongo 
Wood, encrustation, bone, 1114" high 

87 STANDING FIGURE, FETISH 
Zaire: Kongo 
Wood, paint, nails, cloth, beads, shells, arrows, 
leather, twine, nuts, 23 Ys" high 

88 INSECT MASK 
Zaire : Yaka 
Wood , basketry, grasscloth, raffia, pigment, 17%" high 

89 NECKREST 
Zaire: Mbala 
Wood, 6\4" high 



88 

89 



90 MALE FIGURE 
Zaire: Dengese 
Wood, paint, 21%" high 

91 MALE MASK 
Zaire: Lwalwa 
Wood, hide thong, paint, 12%" high 

92CHAIR 
Angola : Chokwe 
Wood, brass tacks, leather, 39" high 

90 

92 



94 

93 

96 

93STOOL 
Zaire: Songe 
Wood, metal, ivory, beads, 19" high 

94MASK 
Zaire: Songe 
Wood, paint, 17\12'' high 

96 FEMALE HALF FIGURE, FETISH 
Zaire: Luba 
Wood, cloth, snakeskin, iron nail, 5 \12'' high 
Anonymous gift in memory of Vera de Vries and 
Purchase Fund 



95 FEMALE HALF FIGURE 
Zaire: Luba 
Wood, metal studs, 9" high 

99 HEAD 
Zaire : Lega 
Ivory, SW' high 

95 

99 

97 MASK 
Zaire: Luba 
Wood, paint, 14%" high 



98 STANDING MALE FIGURE 
Zaire : Buye 
Wood, traces kaolin, 30Y2'' high 
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OCEANIA 

Man came to the islands of the Pacific comparatively late, traveling from what is now 
Indonesia in the latter part of the Pleistocene, when higher land levels reduced the 
stretches of ocean separating it from New Guinea and Australia, then a single land mass. 
Man lived in Australia at least forty thousand years ago. His presence in the central 
mountains of New Guinea dates only from twenty-six thousand years ago; it is not 
known whether he was a later arrival or if his ancestors, contemporary with the older 
Australians, have not yet been discovered. After sea levels rose about ten thousand years 
ago, later immigrants must have traveled great distances by various kinds of watercraft. 
By about three thousand years ago people from eastern Melanesia had settled in Fiji, 
Tonga and Samoa; their descendants, over the centuries, developed a culture which 
moved gradually eastward through the islands of Polynesia. European contact with the 
islands, by comparison, is very recent indeed; beginning at the end of the sixteenth cen
tury, it gained momentum only in the eighteenth century. 

Most art in the Pacific Islands was carried out in perishable materials: wood, spongy 
fern wood, papery bark cloth. None of these has a long life in humid, tropical condi
tions. There have survived decorated pottery made by the West Melanesians - Polyne
sians; some stone carvings of unknown age, but presumed to be prehistoric, from the 
highlands of New Guinea, New Britain and the Solomon Islands; and a few wood carv
ings from the Karawari River of New Guinea (no. 128), which have been dated by radio
carbon tests to about 300 to 500 years ago. Considering the many millennia Pacific man 
has existed, this is a pathetically small heritage; in Western terms, it would be as if the 
only art known to us was what had been created since the War of Independence, and 
imperfectly at that. All the more astonishing is the wealth of Pacific art, both in quantity 
and in number of styles. These can only be briefly summarized here. 

The three geographic groupings of the Pacific Islands- Micronesia, Polynesia, and 
Melanesia - reflect roughly the distributions of cultures as they are known today. The 
inhabitants of Micronesia, the "small islands" east of the Asian mainland and north of 
Australia and New Guinea, produced much highly skilled craft work, some of the great
est elegance; but there was comparatively little important sculpture. Where it existed, 
however, as in the Palau Islands' figures of women placed above entrances to men's club
houses (no. 100), it combines great simplicity with considerable power. 

Polynesia was the first Pacific area to feel the impact of Western culture, starting with 
the great explorations of James Cook (1769-1779). He discovered a mass of small islands 
and the large island of New Zealand, all of which shared many important cultural 
aspects. There was a common language and a society based on rank; except in New 
Zealand there were state religions. The art styles were rich, although much was destroyed 
following the advent of missions and colonialism. We read of huge carved canoes, fig
ures, and architectural elements, but little has survived except for a few large wooden 
divinities from Hawaii, Maori sculpture from New Zealand, and the stone colossi of 
Easter Island. Most extant Polynesian sculpture is therefore small in scale; it is notable 
for its refinement and its luxurious appearance, owing to the materials used: wood and 
ivory, occasionally enhanced with shell. Generally the underlying forms are as simple as 
those of Micronesia, and in some island groups (Fiji, Tahiti, and Tonga) their external 
design is equally simple. In New Zealand and the Marquesas Islands, in particular, there 
were traditions of completely covering surfaces with complex designs -including the 
human body itself through use of the tattooing needle. In New Zealand and Hawaii, in 
contrast with the apparent repose and lucidity of western and central Polynesian figure 
styles, one finds a dynamic and grotesque element: images of the human face were dis-





figured by gaping, menacing mouths and glaring eyes. This is more than reminiscent of 
Melanesian art: it implies an ancient relationship. 

The art of the Melanesian island groups and New Guinea is remarkable for its intensity 
and drama. The societies which inhabited them, without formal rulers or chieftains, 
consisted largely of determined individualists, or small groups of them, in eternal com
petition for prestige. Personal prowess, death, and fertility were celebrated with spec
tacular rituals which were the occasion for much carving and painting. Some of it was 
on a very grand scale indeed: special ceremonial houses towered to heights of ninety 
feet, masks of basketry, bark cloth , and feathers to forty feet; over-life-size statues were 
common. Unlike the Polynesians, the Melanesians made lavish use of paint: bark cloth, 
sheets of bark, and sculpture were painted, mainly in white, black, reds and yellows. 
Color was, in fact, often considered a magical, vivifying substance. In use, it was aug
mented with lavish additions of flowers, fruit and leaves. Its end was the brilliant display 
of the human image through figures and masks. 

By contrast, the art of the aborigines of Australia is generally abstract, seemingly nearly 
random. It embodies the life of a people whose material culture was very nearly the sim
plest ever to support human existence, but whose modes of religious life were among 
the most elaborate known. Much of their art is exquisitely subtle and sensuous in its 
handling of elementary designs and materials. Ancient and timeless, it completes the 
vast range of the art of the Pacific islanders. 

Douglas Newton, Director 
The Museum of Primitive Art 



100 FEMALE FIGURE FROM CEREMONIAL HOUSE GABLE 
Micronesia, Palau Islands. Collected 19IO 
Wood, pigment, 25%" high 



101 DANCE PADDLE 
Polynesia, Easter Island 
Wood, 32%" high 

102 MAN-LIZARD FIGURE 
Polynesia, Easter Island 
Wood, obsidian, bone, 20Ys" long 

103GODDESS 
Polynesia, Hawaii, Honaunau. Collected 1825 
Wood, 12\1.l'' high 

IOI 102 



104 

105 

104 PENDANT FEMALE FIGURE 
Polynesia, Hawaii 
Bone, 2%" high 

105 FIGURE 
Polynesia, Marquesas Islands 
Bone, 4%" high 

106 FEMALE FIGURE 
Polynesia, Tonga Islands, Haapai 
found in Viti Levu, Fiji Islands, 1868 
Ivory, 5 W' high 

107 SACRED FLY WHISK 
Polynesia, probably Austral Islands 
traded to Tahiti, 18th century 
Wood, fiber, sennit, 32" high 



108 FLUTE 
Polynesia, New Zealand, Maori 
Wood, cane, 17 Ys" long 

109 WEAVER'S PEG 
Polynesia, New Zealand, East Cape, Maori 
Wood, 14%" long 

110 BIRD SNARE 
Polynesia, New Zealand, Maori 
Wood, shell inlay, 9%" long 

111 FEATHER BOX 
Polynesia, New Zealand, Maori 
Wood, shell inlay, 17%" long 



112 FIGURE FROM HOUSE POST 
Polynesia, New Zealand, Maori 
Wood, 43" high 



11 3 DISH 
Melanesia, Bismark Archipelago, Matty Islands 
Wood, 12%" long 

11 4 FEAST BOWL 
Melanesia , Admiralty Islands, Matankor tribe 
Wood , 51" wide 

113 

114 



115 SLIT-DRUM HEAD 
Melanesia, New Hebrides, Ambrym Island 
Fania village 
Wood, 61 \l.i" high 



116 CEREMONIAL SHIELD 
Melanesia, Solomon Islands 
Basketry, clay, mother of pearl, 33 lt,I" high 

117 MASK 
Melanesia, New Ireland, Duke of York Islands 
Wood, paint, fiber, 26" high 

118 HEAD 
Melanesia, New Britain 
Stone, 9" high 
Gift of Dr. Marion A. Radcliffe-Taylor 

119 MASK 
Melanesia, New Britain, Baining tribe 
Skull, nut paste, human hair, pigment, 9%" high 



., 

120 

120 MASK 
Melanesia, New Britain, Cape Gloucester 
Kilenge tribe; or Papua New Guinea, Huon Gulf 
Wood, 18 W' high 

121 BOWL (two views) 
Papua New Guinea, Huon Gulf, Tami Island 
Wood, 18\4" long 



122 DOUBLE FIGURE FROM HOUSE POST 
Irianjaya (West New Guinea), Lake Sentani 
Wood, 27%" high 

123 MOTHER AND CHILD GROUP FROM HOUSE POST 
lrianjaya (West New Guinea) 
Lake Sentani, Kabiterau village 
Wood, 36W' high 

124 CANOE PROW ORNAMENT 
Papua New Guinea, Massim area, Suau 
Wood, paint, 42W' high 

123 



125 

125 ANCESTOR FIGURE 
Papua New Guinea, lower Sepik River, Singrin village, 
Anggoram tribe 
Wood, 71" high 

126 FIGURE 
Papua New Guinea, lower Sepik River, Anggoram tribe 
Wood, paint, 30W' high 

127 MASK 
Papua New Guinea, Yuat River, Biwat tribe 
Wood, paint, other materials, 12W' high 

i 



128 FIGURE: HUNTING AND WAR SPIRIT 
Papua New Guinea, upper Karawari River, Inyai village 
About 1400-1700 
Wood, 4 7 W' high 

129 MALE FIGURE 
Papua New Guinea, Karawari River, Arambrak tribe? 
Wood, paint traces, 18\12'' high 

130 MALE ANCESTOR FIGURE 
Papua New Guinea, middle Sepik River area 
Western Sawos tribe 
Wood, paint, fiber, 72" high 

131 FLUTE ORNAMENT 
Papua New Guinea, middle Sepik River area 
Kwoiwut village, eastern Sawos tribe 
Wood, shell, other materials, 62%" high 

132 CEREMONIAL BOARD 
Papua New Guinea, middle Sepik River area 
Western Sawos tribe 
Wood, 74\12'' high 



131 



133 MASK FOR CEREMONIAL FENCE 
Papua New Guinea, middle Sepik River, Kararau village 
Eastern latmul tribe 
Wood, paint, shell, 60 W' high 

134 LIME CONTAINER 
Papua New Guinea, middle Sepik River 
Eastern Iatmal tribe 
Wood, paint, reed, 22W' high 

134 



135 CANOE PROW 
Papua New Guinea, middle Sepik River, Iatmul tribe 
Wood , 71 W' long 

136 HOOK 
Papua New Guinea, middle Sepik River 
Kangganamun village, central Iatmul tribe 
Wood, 25W' high 

137 STOOL 
Papua New Guinea, middle Sepik River 
Western Iatmul tribe 
Wood, shell, paint, 31" high 



138 HEAD FOR YAM CULT 
Papua New Guinea, Sepik Ri ver area, Yau tribe 
Wood, paint, 42W' high 
Gift of Mr. a nd Mrs. Wallace K. Harrison 

139 FIGURE FOR YAM CULT 
Papua New Guinea, Sepik River area 
Mburr village, Yau tribe 
Wood, paint, 54" high 

140 FIGURE FOR YAM CULT 
Papua New Guinea, Sepik River area, Yau tribe 
Wood, paint, 48" high 
Gift of Mr. a nd Mrs. Wallace K. H arrison 



141 ANCESTRAL BOARD 
Papua New Guinea, Gulf of Papua 
Goaribari Island, Kerewa tribe. Collected 1912 
Wood, paint, 66W' high 

142 ANCESTRAL BOARD 
Papua New Guinea, Gulf of Papua 
Goaribari Island, Kerewa tribe. Collected 1912 
Wood, paint, 64%" high 

143 MALE ANCESTOR FIGURE 
Papua New Guinea, Gulf of Papua 
Turama River, Gibu village 
Wood, paint, shell, 52" high 

143 



144 SKULL RACK 
Papua New Guinea, Gulf of Papua 
Omati River, Paia'a village, Kerewa tribe 
Wood, rattan, paint, 55 Ys" high 



145 MASK 
Papua New Guinea, Torres Strait, Mabuiag Island 
Turtle shell, other materials, 25" wide 



146 RAIN CHARM 
Papua New Guinea, Torres Strait, Mabuiag Island 
Stone, 5 \4'' high 

147 HUNTING CHARM 
Papua New Guinea, Fly River, Kiwai tribe 
Wood, 24%" long 



149 SACRED PLAQUE 
Australia, Pidgentara tribe 
Stone, 12" long 
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