A TDG Executive Vignette ™

This commentary on a traveling museum exhibit, captures the rationale for doing a Visual and Performing Arts Executive Vignette.

African Arts:  Objects of Power, Knowledge, and Mediation
The colonial enterprise of the late nineteenth century brought African art to the attention of the European public, as African objects streamed in with European travelers, missionaries, soldiers, and colonial officers.  Without the cultural and historical documentation necessary to properly understand the artifacts, collectors appreciated African art from a strictly formal perspective, and naturally began to classify works by style.  The studies that followed established relationships between so-called "tribal" groups and artistic styles.  As a result, we can now speak of a Senufo, Yoruba, or Kuba style.  But style studies, used alone, perpetuate the myth that African art is produced by hermetically sealed societies instead of by individuals working within the fluid boundaries of cultural styles, where ideas are exchange through commerce, migrations, artistic borrowing, and a variety of other human interactions.  By re-evaluating these pieces in light of research on contemporary cultural practices, we can understand the arts of Africa as continually evolving and adapting forms of expression.

The production of art in Africa is intricately intertwined with daily use, mingling with the political, economic, social, and spiritual spheres.  The social context is of crucial importance in any interpretive study of African art.  Despite the fact that African art has been severed from its original context, we examine living traditions to recover significant information about the displaced objects.

Political authority in Africa tends to combine both secular and sacred components of power.  The conflation of the political and the religious in a power object is often manifested in the material used to create or embellish it, as is the case with the glass beads used on both Yoruba kings' crowns and divination emblems.  Yet while materials like beads may validate a ruler's position through a spiritual association, other prestige materials such as brass tacks and gold are meant to display only secular authority.

African art may also encapsulate essential knowledge in its form.  A visual language composed of motifs and symbols can be read and understood within certain circles or by a particular community.  In the oral cultures that have existed in much of Africa, the absence of conventional (Western) writing has hardly interfered with the accumulation and transmission of knowledge.  Visual symbols can replace or minimize verbal communication with a single motif or symbol, transmitting large philosophical ideas about the self, society, and the world, as seen in the Akan chewing stick.  Such vehicles of speaking combine with music, dance gestures, and various performances in achieving the needed clarity and depth in the acquisition and sharing of knowledge.

Art in African societies also provides mediation among humans and with spirits through a variety of performances.  In oath-swearing ceremonies in Akan society for example, the gold-leafed sword plays a pivotal role in authenticating the agreement between parties.  Religious icons such as the Dogon ancestral figure, provide a medium through which to communicate with the spirit world.

The art in this exhibition, used as much for personal as for communal purposes, is intended to express only a portion of the continent's vast and richly diverse visual culture.  Through careful study of living traditions, we can hope to understand more about these objects and the various peoples who manifested power, knowledge, and mediation in their work.
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