African Aesthetics

Ie objects presented in this book have been selected
above all for their aesthetic qualities. Any choice of things
considered the most beautiful necessarily raises the question
of the standards that are being applied. What are the criteria
for evaluating African art? Who establishes them? What are
they based on? Are they the same as those of the artists who
created the works, or of their patrons? Clearly the criteria
we use are our own, formed by a late twentieth-century
sensibility and informed by the study of African art. We
would, however, like to think that the works we most
admire are those that best fulfilled the artists’ intentions,
those that, when they were made, were considered excel-
lent. We shall attempt here to expiore the aesthetic criteria
African art objects were meant to satisfy in the societies
from which they came.

The works themselves suggest the first answers
to these questions. Because important commissions gener-
ally went to the most admired artists, we can assume that
ambitious works and large artistic programs represent the
prevailing ideal. Such a case is the great series of figurative
pillars carved for the Efon Alaye palace courtyard, de-
stroyed by fire in 1912 and entirely rebuilt by Agbonbiofe
Adeshina and his family (Nos. 64, 66, 69). We would agree
with the king’s choice of Adeshina over his rival, the lesser
artist Obembe Alaye (No. 67). Another large program was
the Omo Ukwu temple containing twenty-one nearly life-
size figures (No. 84). It, too, was commissioned from one
artist after a disastrous fire. Although this isolated sculpture
cannot itself be considered a masterpiece, it must have been
magnificent as it appeared in the temple, painted and
flanked by other figures. We can consider the chosen artist’s
style a standard of excellence against which the efforts of
other artists from the region must be measured.

In other cases, the exceptional elaboration of a
work suggests that it once was the focal point of its original
setting. A small number of complex Dogon figures, includ-
ing No. 6, and the Seated Couple in the Barnes Foundation,
Merion, Pennsylvania (Guillaume and Munro 1929, pl. 40),
all of them unusual in size, iconography, and elaboration,
appear to be the work of a single workshop or artist. Again,
only artists whose skill was recognized as remarkable would
have been selected for such important commissions.

But how were artists selected, and by whom? Patrons of
the arts were usually the leaders of society, and their aes-
thetic choices expressed collective values. When an artist
was paid, payment was commensurate with his reputation
and with the size of the undertaking, Thus the largest and
most elaborate works were commissioned by the most pow-
erful and wealthy individuals or groups. In the small, uni-
fied communities that originally owned these objects,
everybody shared similar values and life styles; like most
artists before the nineteenth century, the African artist cel-
ebrated the values of his culture. An artist critical of his
society or a rich eccentric were both virtual impossibili-
ties.

Works in rich materials, like those of extrava-
gant size, can also tell us something about aesthetic criteria
because such materials belonged to the powerful and the
wealthy, those who could obtain the services of any artist
they chose. The standard of craftsmanship in gold is accord-
ingly high because only experienced casters were likely to
work with it. Furthermore, pieces with casting flaws were
normally melted down and recast so that imperfections
were eliminated. Compare the two Akan cast-gold pendants
(No. 55) with the two weights cast in bronze (Nos, 53, 54).
Fine craftsmanship is particularly evident in objects con-
taining a great amount of gold; the two repoussé disks (Nos.
57, 58) that contain much less gold than the cast objects are,
not surprisingly, less finely worked. Ivory is another pre-
cious material that was seldom squandered on an unskilled
hand. The Benin ivory bracelets (Nos. 79-81) are virtuoso
carvings of the highest order, their abundant detail ren-
dered with great delicacy in very low relief,
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- -argeartistic programs, important works, and objects in
precious materials display fine workmanship, delicacy,
smoothness of finish, and complexity of design, from which
we can conclude that these were attributes esteemed by the
patrons who commissioned the works, and thus by the
community as a whole.
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Evenness and fineness were, however, not the

only qualities that were highly regarded. Because African
's had complete mastery of their tools and materials, we

miay assume that their work looks just as they intended, and
that irregularity and roughness were intentional, As in
Japanese or modern art, these are means of artistic expres-
sion. The tool-flecked surface of the Senufo figure (No. 17)

is a device that energizes the skin and suggests vitality; the
rough cuts — almost gashes ~ in the wood of the Cameroon
leopard (No. 91) express not only the violence and menace
of the beast but the power and decisiveness of the artist’s
hand. Irregular and varied patterns are admired (No. 128).
An Igbo man discussing Mbari wall paintings said: “You
have to make many patterns; this one with several different
patches — it is good. If you make just one design form it is
not good. It would not be good having them all resemble
cach other. If you have a light pattern here, put a dark one
next to it. If first a tall person, then a short one. If ten
people are in the road, are they all equal in height? There
must be variation” (Cole 1982, p. 177).
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Artists also use irregularity and asymmetry to
produce satirical or grotesque effects in sculptures intended
to ridicule, threaten, or intimidate. Certain works are meant
to be conventionally ugly or distorted in order to inspire
fear, horror, or revulsion in the onlooker. Some ward off
intruders, some exact fines and punishments, while others
show the consequences of breaking the rules. Masks used
for policing, for example, may be given a form that deliber-
ately breaks the accepted canons of beauty to awe and
intimidate the beholder. While some masks (No. 93) look as
tf they were wildly hacked and violently cut, this is of
course a carefully calculated effect. Some of these “ugly”
sculptures are colored dull black, or are made to look dirty.
The artist’s skill in creating these works is judged by local
critics who apply criteria specific to them (Cole 1982, p. 181;
Borgatti 1982, p. 8).

An artist who commands good workmanship
has obviously mastered adequate representation — his work
will look like others of its category, and its parts will be
recognizable. Jacob Epstein (1932, p- 87) made an astute




observation about the representational intent of most Afri-
can art: “It is a great mistake to lose sight of the naturalism.
In much of the work there is great anatomical truth to be
found, extremely simplified, and often expressed architec-
turally.” He goes on to propose that African art should

influence artists by suggesting new ways of interpreting
nature,

African artists rarely depict nature in Epstein’s sense;
they seldom portray real people or real animals, but rather
ideas about reality that are expressed through references to
the visible world. Physical features of humans ad animals
are sometimes combined to make statements about the
nature of spirits (Nos. 32, 33). A Bamana artist explained:
“The Komo mask is made to look like an animal, but it is
not an animal. It is a secret” (McNaughton 1979, p. iii). Few
human figures or masks are portraits, or even idealized
likenesses of living people. Figures are more likely
to represent a concept or cluster of concepts about
womanhood, increase, leadership, or power, for example, It
would be 2 mistake to see these images as literal attempts to
imitate nature. Sculptures may stand for immaterial spirits
or, even less specifically, serve merely as abodes for spirits,
without corresponding to their appearance. African
sculpture is thus the result of a highly intellectual and
abstract process of translating ideas, concepts, and values
into physical form.

Beyond good workmanship, which is taken for
granted in works of high quality, what other characteristics
were important to the artists and their patrons? Field stud-
ies of the aesthetic criteria applied to works of art have
been conducted in many parts of Africa. A wealth of data
has come to light, gathered from, among other things, eva-
luations of individual works both by those who created
them and those who used them. Broad similarities in the
findings suggest that there is a shared basis for aesthetic
judgments (Vogel 1979). The studies focused on single eth-
nic groups and did not explore similarities among them; my
emphasis here, however, is on those very similarities,
because they point the way toward the definition of an
African aesthetic.

The moral basis of African aesthetics is funda-
mental, a point the researcher may learn quickly and with
dismay when he or she discovers that one word - and this is
the case in many languages — means both beautiful and
good. This word usually means well made, beautiful, pleas-
ing to the senses, virtuous, useful, correct, appropriate, and
conforming to custom and expectations, and stands in con-
trast to the word meaning evil, ugly, bad, vicious, useless,
ill-made, unsuitable. The art literature alone records a strik-

ing number of languages that fuse the concepts of good and
beautiful, evil and ugly, in this way. !

Tc moral basis of art is not peculiar to Africa — quite the
contrary. Most cultures in history have shared this view. In

Aftican Alesthetics

classical Greek a single word, kalogagathea, from kalos, the
beautiful, and agathea, the good, combined these two con-
cepts. In Africa the researcher may at first perceive this
fusing of good and beautiful as a lack of necessary distinc-
tions, an obstacle to understanding, and may try, as I did, to
separate appraisals of works of art based on “aesthetic”
appeal, or visual beauty, from those based on subject or
content. It becomes clear, however, that a real understand-
ing of African art and African value systems lies in the very
recognition that the two concepts overlap.

I tis entirely consistent with the use and meaning of art in
Africa that it should be both beautiful and good, because art
not only provides pleasure but, more significantly, it
upholds moral values. Among the Lega, for example, small
ivory sculptures presented with aphorisms are used to teach
initiates ethical behavior (Nos. 132, 133), Some sculptures
teach about the moral universe by illustrating a hierarchy of
values (No. 14) or by delineating an ideal of human
potential; a Baule adult might, for example, aspire to the
perfection of body and character that he or she sees in a
figure (No. 48).
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Good/beautiful €xpresses two sources of African aes-
thetic pleasure: the aesthetic form of a work (its external
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appearance) and its aesthetic content (the signification of some-
thing good). Form and content must intimately correspond
with one another to elicit full aesthetic pleasure. When they
do the form becomes what T, S. Eliot (1950, p. 124) called
the “objective correlative” of the meaning — form that does
not merely transmit content but in itself expresses content.
Hence the Akan require that designs for joyful occasions
have bright colors and straight lines and that those asso-
ciated with war or mourning have dark or intense colors
and curved, crossed, or broken lines (Warren and Andrews
1977, p. 10). The Songye figure (No. 129), though it is not
conventionally attractive, is an aesthetically satisfying ob-
ject because its awesome form perfectly expresses its aggres-
sive content. Aesthetic pleasure is thus spiritual and visual,
intellectual and sensuous.

The moral basis of much African art may ex-
plain why, as in Greek art, the principal subject is the
human figure - to the almost total exclusion of nature in
the form of landscape, or plant motifs. The moral world is
the world of human behavior, accordingly, animals appear
primarily in relation to people (No. 77) or as metaphors for
human behavior. The leopard, for example, is often equated
with the king (No. 160) because both are dangerous and
powerful; both can kill, and both rule over their respective
kingdoms.
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During my first field inquiry on Baule aesthetics, artists
and patrons would repeatedly say of the figure they pre-
ferred, “It looks like 2 human being.” While initially this
seemed only a simple observation, the phrase took on
weight with repetition, and because it appeared frcquently

in other studies on aesthetics, it acquired a significance
greater than any single study suggested. Biebuyck (1971)
reports that the Lega refer to their masks as “semblance of a
man”; the Bamana, the Yoruba, and the Igbo, like the
Baule, express aesthetic approval by saying that a figure
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“looks like 2 human being” (McNaughton 1979; Thompson
1973a, p. 21; Cole 1982, p- 180; Vogel 1980a). Just as our
expression “every inch a man” implies more than maleness,
the African expression seems to allude to the idea of being
human in the fullest sense, as a physical and moral ideal.

The field studies consistently find that standards
of physical beauty applied to sculpture are the same as those
applied to people. Firm, rounded breasts and buttocks, uni-
versally regarded with pleasure, frequently appear in art
(Nos. 52, 64). The Mende and other peoples for whom a
ringed neck is an object of beauty tend to emphasize this
feature in their sculpture (No. 28). Luxuriant hair is coy-
eted by both men and women in Africa, and this too is an
attribute elaborated in art (No, 102). The Akan admire long
graceful necks, and their sculpture is noted for this feature
(No. 51). The lustrously smooth surface of most African
sculpture, often embellished with scarification, is an indi-
cation of beautifully shining, healthy skin.

Social attributes also have a moral dimension.
Wealth, which is usuaily shared in these small communi-
ties, is always highly regarded and carries the connotation
of nobility of character. Because there was virtually no
labor for hire, it was almost impossible for an individual to
accumulate wealth without the willing cooperation of
many people in the household and in the community. Signs
of wealth in African art thus indicate personal charisma,
fairness, and generosity, since the labor needed to acquire
wealth in the first place could be procured only by one who
showed these qualities. Wealth is also a sign of power and
prestige. An ivory staff once carried by a Kongo chief (No.
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