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Above: A Benin bronze hip mask, made 
before 1550; probably brought out oj 
Nigeria after a British expedition in 1897 
and financed by the subsequent sale oj 
such booty. This piece was auctioned in 
London in 1988 Jor £16,500 (a 'moderate' 
price - other Benin bronzes have Jetched 
around £100,000). This, like most other 
AJrican works at auction, was bought by a 
private collector. The iron pupils on the 
mask were cast by the eire perdu or 'lost 
wax' technique previously thought to have 
been learned Jrom Europeans, but now 
shown to be indigenous to Africa. 
COURTESY OF CHRISTIE'S, LONDON 

Gaetano Speranza 

I ndependence in the 1960s brought 
with it a surge of interest in Africa's 
cultural heritage. But while history 
and music received new attention, 

there was no comparable enthusiasm for 
traditional African sculpture. Several 
factors contributed to this situation. 

Firstly, traditional sculpture was closely 
bound up with the social structure of each 
ethnic group and, once independence had 
been won, the main priority was to 
consolidate a sense of national cohesion. 
This was all the more important as 
frontiers had been artificially defined by 
the colonial powers and only accidentally 

coincided with ethnic traditional 
distribution. 

Moreover, many of the new nations felt 
that traditional sculpture jibbed with the 
modern image they wanted to project. 
Furthermore, they wanted to distance 
themselves from their recent colonial 
experience, of which their museums -
which had been set up by and largely for 
the European settlers were an 
unwelcome reminder. The result was that 
for many years after independence, 
African authorities and intellectuals, with 
few exceptions, paid little attention to the 
objects that bore witness to their past. 
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Above: An early 16th century ivory mask 
from Benin, Nigeria, acquired by the 
ethnographic department of the British 
Museum, the Museum of Mankind, in 
1910. Like other African 'artefacts', it has 
a strong cultural significance - as an item 
of clothing worn on the belt of the king as 
part of his costume during important 
public ceremonies in Benin. 
COURTESY OF THE TRUSTEES OF THE 
BRITISH MUSEUM, LONDON. 

Meanwhile, the political, economic and 
social upheavals encountered by most 
African countries (civil war, the 
encroachment of the desert, urbanisation 
and so on) continued to weaken 
traditional social structures and with 
them, the art of sculpture. But while 
production declined, Europeans and 
Americans became increasingly avid 
collectors of traditional African sculpture. 
Prices soared. 

The lack of African interest provided 
a useful alibi for Westerners, who 
continued to remove pieces of African 
sculpture "to prevent them being 
destroyed". The African countries 

MUSEUMS 

continued to witness a major loss of 
cultural heritage and in the sixties were 
left with little but their neglected colonial 
museums and virtually no research. 

Ironically, nearly all the writing about 
traditional African sculpture is by 
Westerners and naturally, it includes 
misconceptions. Even more ironically, 
since the only works available written by 
Westerners have inevitably become the 
reference works for African intellectuals, 
these misconceptions have been repeated, 
or even amplified by the Africans 
themselves. 

The most serious is the suggestion that 
the 'museum' is a concept alien to African 
culture. This may be true if one takes a 
narrow Western concept of a place where 
objects from different cultures are 
conserved and exhibited so that they can 
be seen by a large number of people. But 
it is wrong if it refers to the collection and 
conservation of the objects of a particular 
culture. Africa's dynastic and tribal leaders 
took great pride in their artistic treasures. 
And individual families or communities 
kept various objects for ritual purposes 
which were chosen, preserved and, if 
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Above: A Benin bronze head for the altars 
of the Obas, made before 1550. It was 
sold at auction in London in 1989 for 
£1,320,000 - a world record price for 
'tribal art'. 
COURTESY OF CHRISTIE'S, LONDON. 

necessary, restored with painstaking care. 
Nevertheless, some African countries 

have developed an interest in their 
museums. A systematic campaign 
launched in the 1970s has enabled the 
Institut des Musees N ationaux de Zaire to 
increase its collection considerably. In 
Nigeria, the archaeological excavation 
campaign has been intensified and the state 
has bought a few places of great artistic and 
historical value at international auction. 

Despite this new interest, the problems 
of African museums have not diminished: 
infrastructure for exhibitions and 
conservation is often inadequate and the 
training of curators and museum staff is 
often insufficient. 

Coherent reflection on the role and 
structure of the African museum has only 
taken place sporadically - although there 
are some interesting efforts taking place 
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in Mali (see below) and the Ivory Coast. 
Finance is a problem; all the more so 

because culture is considered particularly 
susceptible to 'neocolonialism' and both 
African and Western countries are 
cautious about embarking on joint 
ventures. Certain ambitious state and 
private operations have, however, 
emerged such as UNESCO 
documentation on Museums, bilateral 
agreements (e.g. Belgium/Zaire) and 
multilateral agreements (e.g. African
Carib bean-PacificlEEC Co-operation, 
and the West African Museums project). 

Meanwhile, the last decade has seen a 
considerable increase in the status 
accorded to African sculpture in the West. 
African art is now finding its way into 
major museums, especially in the United 
States, where the Metropolitan Museum 
in New York, the Detroit Institute of Art 
and the New National Museum of 
African Art in Washington DC all have 
important collections. A number of 
private institutions, such as the Geneva 
Barbier-Mueller Museum, the Founda
tion Dapper in Paris and the Center for 
African Art in New York, also have taken 
a keen interest. 

Despite the richness of their collections, 

Safeguarding the past 
and future of Mali 
The National Museum of Mali at Bamako 
is an inspirational model for African 
museums - but its important role in 
safeguarding the cultural heritage 
highlights the problems still faced by 
museums in African countries. 

Opened in the early 1980s, the Bamako 
Museum brings together aspects of 
today's culture as well as preserving the 
past; collecting missions are coupled with 
the preparation of sound and film 
recordings of traditional rituals and 
ceremonies. Exhibits are shown in their 
cultural context - displays include a 
traditional Bambara kitchen and a 
campsite of nomadic Tuaregs. 
Photographs and films help to show the 
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these institutions tend to exhibit their 
African works in an artistic but sterile 
manner: objects are shown out of context, 
usually without complementary artefacts 
and displayed in simple showcases with 
few explanatory notes, photographs and 
so on. Catalogues, on the contrary, are 
often magnificent works of art in 
themselves. 

The result is that Europeans and 
Americans are now more aware of 
African sculpture's legitimate place in the 
world of 'universal art'. But it does not 
mean that Western museums and 
exhibition spaces should be the only 
reference point for African museums. 

Certainly, African experts can learn 
from their rigour in the choice of objects 
and techniques for conservation, restor
ation and documentation. But African 
museums need more. Any 'object' should 
not only be considered as a work of art, 
but also, and perhaps above all, as a 
testimony to traditional culture. This does 
not mean that there is no need for rigour 
in the choice of objects (authenticity, 
quality, etc.) - there clearly is. But more 
stress must be placed on the political, 
social and religious context. The African 
museum must become a tool for the 

social significance of each object. 
The museum has also become a leading 

voice in demanding the return of treasures 
lost to museums and private collectors in 
Europe and North America during 
French colonial rule. And it is also helping 
to prevent illegal digging of archaeo
logical sites. Since the discovery in the 
mid-1970s of an iron age J enne-J eno site 
in the Niger river delta, terracotta figures 
from the region have been increasingly in 
demand in the West. A good quality piece 
can be obtained illegally in Bamako for 
around S$5,000, but if smuggled out of 
the country it can fetch up to S$40,000 
in New York. The greatest problem is not 
deterring overseas museums (who often 
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reappraisal of the history and culture of 
the continent. This requires close links 
between museums and other African 
institutions, especially schools, univer
sities and research centres. 

An increased awareness by Africans of 
the problems facing their museums and 
world recognition of the importance of 
traditional African sculpture suggest that 
the time has come for an extensive and 
coherent international effort to promote 
their development. Africans themselves 
must now set the priorities. _ 

Gaetano Speranza is a member of the Cen
tre for Studies on the History of African 
Art in Florence. 

The Centre organised a conference in 
October 1989 entitled 'Col/ecting, 
Documenting, Preserving and Restoring 
Traditional African Works of Art'. Speakers 
included Lema Gwete, National Museum of 
Zaire, Samuel Sidibe, Director of the Bamako 
Museum in Mali, Yaya Sa vane, Director of the 
Museum of Abidjan on the Ivory Coast and Ezio 
Bassani, Director of the Centre for Studies on 
the History of African Art. Papers from the 
conference will be published by the Centre for 
Studies on the History of African Art later 
this year. 

have insufficient funds to buy the best 
pieces), but dissuading private collectors. 

The National Museum of Mali receives 
modest government subsidies, but is 
always in search of financial help from 
international organisations and private 
foundations. - EDITORS 

Left: The National Museum of Mali, 
Bamako - a centre of living culture as 
well as a museum. 

Right: Displays including photographs and 
films help to bring alive Mali's rich 
cultural heritage. Recent research shows 
that West Africa's first urban centres 
evolved in Mali as early as 400 A.D. 


