The Self and the Other

Introduction

The Baule peoples live in the central region of Cote
d’Ivoire, West Africa; their language is related to the Akan
language of Ghana. They live mainly in the savanna region
between the Bandama and N'Zi rivers (see map, page 5),
a]though many have migrated to forested areas in the south
to grow coffee and cocoa or are now settled in towns and
cities such as Bouaké and Abidjan.

[n the past, the Baule were subsistence farmers and
hunters; artists and artisans usually practiced their crafts in
their spare time. Yet Baule artists have produced numerous
examples of many different types of art. They are famous
for finely sculpted face masks; carved wood figures; cast
gold and copper jewelry and other objects; prestige items,
such as stalfs or flywhisks carved in wood and covered with
gold foil; carved pulleys for looms; wood chairs, stools,
and headrests: and sculpted door panels. Thc_\' have also
carved ivory bracelets, combs, and side-blown trumpets,

Works of art from the Baule region are considered to
form a style that is separate and distinet from other [vorian
cultures. Specific categories of Baule art are, however,
related both by history and style to the art forms of neigh-
l)():'ing groups. The art of gol(l\\'()rking is related to that of
the Akan of Ghana. Some masks forms have been borrowed

from Mande groups to the west. Figurative art is related to

3. STANDING MALE FIGURE

Hood. Height: 35 cm. Collection of Richard and Jan Baum.



the art of the Wan and Guro. Weaving and indigo-dyeing are
linked to groups to the west and north.

Baule artistic creation has taken place within a richly
textured history of exchange and inspiration. Each work of
art has been created in response to a need, whether practi-
cal, aesthetic, or existential — a need, that is, for things to

be different.

The Baule Worldview: Community and Personhood

To date, the best attempt at understanding and translat-
ing the profound complexities of Baule thought and cultural
practice is found in the collected work of Pierre étiennc, a
French anthmpnlogist who worked among the Baule from
1962 until his death in 1975.7 His important text “Le fait
villageois Baoule” (1976) presents a sympathetic, phenom-
enological understanding of Baule concepts of culture,
nature, and the supernatural, which allows a deep apprecia-
tion of Baule ways of being and doing. It is upon Etienne's
ground-breaking work that the present inquiry is based.

Let us begin our look at Baule culture by examining the
meaning of community. What defines communal life? What
does it mean to be “human” (sran) for the Baule? What are
some of the constitutive rules that determine correct be-
havior and govern interpersonal expectations and interac-
tions? I choose to begin this exploration by reflecting upon
a phrase [ overheard many years ago when I was first start-
ing fieldwork among the Baule: D ¢i a sran! “He is not a
person!” Since this phrase was uttered about someone whom
l, at least, perceived to be a normal human, I realized that
the phrase had to imply some criteria of judgment in terms
of which the man in question had come up short. Expecta-
tions had not been met. Apparcn{])', the man could hnt be
counted on to act according to fundamental rules governing
correct behavior, reciprocity, and communal life, Thus he
was either a flouter of social norms or he was unpredictable,
but in either case he was seen as placing himself outside of
the rules governing life lived in the community and there-

a9 “ ”n
fore “not a human.

n

Another common utterance that one hears often in Baule
villages is the question: N ti a sran? “Am I not a person?”
Most often, this question-cum-statement is hurled rhe-
torically as a Challenge to someone who has totally failed
to take into account another’s presence — to someone who
has failed to acknowledge and formally recognize by a proper
greeting the company, indeed, the existence of another
human being,

From the point of view of American society, where greet-
ings are often minimal (“Hi!”), or completely nonverbal
(upraised eyebrows or a slight movement of the head), how
can one hegin to understand the complexities and underly-
ing realities of a formal system of greetings such as that of
the Baule? Among them there are greetings that differentiate
men from women, old from young, that differ dependin gon
the time of day (morning, noon, afternoon, and evening),
that recognize an activity that is under way (Nja
mo o, “Men, thank you for the work™), that acknowledge
someone’s return from the fields, that remember the previ-
ous encounter or exchange (Anuman kwlao, “Thank you for
[the good you did me] yesterday”), that acknowledge the
extended family, or that recognize that since the previou.
encounter a child has been born or a relative has died. The
exchange of greetings may sometimes seem formulaic and
predictable to the outsider, but any failure to initiate the
cxc]mngc is perceived as a most profound insult: “Am I not
aperson?” N ti a sran?

[t is through each exchange of greetings that awareness
of the other person’s active and evolving presence in the
world is acknm\'l('(lgcd. Clmngcs in social i(lcntit)‘ (parent-
hood, widowhood, return from a long sojourn “clsewhere”)
are formally recognized through such greetings, and thus a
lively ongoing relationship is maintained. For the Baule,
Guerry says “The beautiful is ('clui\'alem to the gom‘l, and
the summit of perfection is to jealously maintain the links
that unite us to others” (1972:37).

The sine qua non of Baule social life is the fact that

all participants have a fundamental c’qui\'alcncc: Each is






6. (Left) STINDING FEMALE FIGURE

AND SEATED MALE FIGURE

Female: Wood. Height: 45.7 cm.

FMCH 67.20338. Gift of George G. Frelinghuysen.
Male: Wood. Height: 48.3 cm.

FMCH 67.20334. Gift of George G. Frelinghuysen.

(Detail views may be found on page 32.)

7. (Right) SEATED FEMALE FIGURE

Wood. Height: 45 cm.
Collection of Dr. and Mrs. Leon Wallace.

(Profile view may be found on page 6.)
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inescapably a “human” (sran), and, as such, governed by the
same laws of shared community. This is the starting point
that makes communal life possible. The rules are clear: You
acknowledge me, and I will acknowledge you. This may
seem prickly and standoffish, a defensive or perhaps para-
noid position from which to begin any interactive process,
yetit does serve to establish a minimal platform upon which
subsequent exchanges can occur. In recognizing you through
a greeting, thereby making a formal acknowledgment of
your existence, a common bond is established: We are like
beings — communication is possible, human interaction
can oceur,

It is casy for the outsider, especially the non-African, to
fail to appreciate the fundamental importance of specch in
Baule culture. Following de Saussure, we may believe that it
is only language that is rule-governed. Speech can be thought
of as nothing more than the accidental utterance of gram-
mar. We may fail to acknowledge the importance of speech
in the social construction of reality and the maintenance of
social relationships. A non-African would choose to define
these relationships otherwise: by pre-established roles, for
example, or by power politics. But what of relationships
that only exist through speech? Consider the infamous
“joking relationship” from anthropological literature. How
can the existential reality of an affective relationship, such as
the Baule j(}king l'c]ationship known as rui:pf,j which exists
only through speech, be properly understood? Such a rela-
ti()ﬂshil) hﬂs \'i]“{ua“}’ no ()th(‘l‘ I'L‘Jlii}' thaﬂ tl'lC P]‘O('('SS (){
verbal exchange. The gap between the Western use of lan-

o
o

uage, so heavily dependent on the importance and propo-
sitional content of the written word, and spoken speech in
Baule society, where cach participant is keenly aware of the
nuance of every performative utterance, is profound.
Public speech (words spoken in front of someone who,
if need be, can bear witness) and formal speech (the per-
formative utterances of sworn ocaths, declarations, bene-
dictions, or curses) are seen and judged by Baule as actions

—— events with consequences. The revelatory speech of
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divination is a particular kind of public speech; its goal is
to disclose hidden causes, to establish heretofore hidden
truths, and to reveal possible solutions to the crisis that led

to the divination session.

The Supernatural, Nature, and Culture

For the Baule, a hidden world of supernatural causality
lies behind the events and crises of human existence. Sick-
ness, misfortune, and personal failure are due to hidden
spiritual causes. To find out why something has happened
and how resolution can be effected, one needs to consult a
diviner (wunnzueyifive, “revealer of causes”).

The most common form of divination among the Baule
is ngoinman. The ngoinman diviner, always a man (to the best
of my knowledge), manipulates nine leather thongs on each
of which is knotted a specific object — various forms and
kinds of metals (iron and brass), and body parts of animals
(a scale from a pangolin, the hoof of a particular duiker, the
tooth of a lcnpard), representing cither a social actor (adult
man, young man, adult woman, young woman) or a meta-
])h)-'sical concept (fire, thing, movement, mnmh/spccch).
The nine thongs are jumbled together, beaten against a leather
pad, then covered by the diviner’s hand and repetitively ex-
tracted three by three in “message-units” that are interpreted
in concert with an evolving dialogue that occurs between
the diviner, the client(s), and family members. A combi-
nation of “young man,” “young woman,” and “fire” can be
interpreted, for example, as indicative of secret adultery,
depending, of course, on what is actually being said by those

who have asked for the consultation.

8. STANDING MALE AND FEMALE FIGURLES
Male: Wood. Height: 48.5cm.

FMCH 86.1739. Promised gift of Jerome L. foss.
Female: Wood. Height: 50 cm.

FMCH §6.1740. Promised gift of Jerome L. Joss.

(Back view may bcﬂumd on page 32.)



9. (Right) The sculptor Koffi Nianmien with the figure of his Other-
World woman. Toumodi region, Cote d’Ivoire, [981. Photagraph by
Philip Ravenhill.

10. (Above) Woman with her husband and the figure of her Other-World
man. Toumodi region, Céte d’Ivoire, 1981. Photograph by Philip Ravenhill.

11 (Right) Woman with her daughter and the figure of her Other-World
man. Toumadi region, Cite d’Ivoire, 1981. Photograph by Philip Ravenhill.
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12. Woman with the figure of her Other-World man and her husband
with the figure of his Other-World woman. Toumodi region, Cote
d’Ivoire, 1981. Photograph by Philip Ravenhill.




Where does the revealed knowledge come from? What
other reality subtends physical reality? Behind the reality
of village life, beyond the realm of culture, what powers
are active in the world? For the Baule, there are two other
realms of existence: nature and the supernatural. Etienne

has said of the Baule:

I would be rather tempted to say that, for them, all
of nature is supernatura] and that €VEry supernatu-
ral phenomenon participates in nature to different de-
grees. As for culture, a product of human activity, it
derives from both realities. There is no practical hu-
man activity which does not implicate, or which does

not refer to, a supernatural context (1976:30).

Ata fundamental level, nature is seen as Earth (asie), the
essential power with whom an alliance has been established,
which allows man to take over a part of nature’s domain,
establish a village, and to work and profit from the land.
Every Baule village has been founded by a takafiwe,’ the one
who “called (taka) the earth” in order to create the alliance
that guarantees the existence of village society (Etienne
1976:33,n.19). “Earth is a fetish (amuin) that one possesses,
that one transmits to one’s inheritors” (Guerry 1972:102),
and thus there are rules that ensure that this relationship is
properly maintained and mutually beneficial. On certain days
of the week (Monday and/or Wednesday and/or Friday,
depending on the region), no field labor can be undertaken
lest the Earth be “spoiled” (2a saki). Similarly, the Earth can
be spoiled if human sexual activity takes place outside the
village proper. Earth s the underlying reality and power that

enforces the rules of culture; it is a constant reminder that

13. STANDING MALE AND FEMALE FIGURES
Male: Wood and cloth. Height: 43.4.cm.

FMCH 8§7.1213. Gfﬁ Q[jcrome L. foss.

Female: Waod, cloth, and beads. Hejgh!: 42.5¢cm.
FMCH 87.1463. Gjﬂ (gfjcrﬂme L. Joss.

life in culture, the village (kl), is different from life beyond
the village edge, in the natural world of the bush (blo). Earth,

Etienne has argued,

is less an object for appropriation than the partner
in an alliance. In exchange for the services of its cult
and respect for interdictions on work or sexual ac-
tivity, it gives people abundant harvests and protects
them from the evil intentions and actions of its

savage denizens and from accidents (1976:39).

Human society as a collectivity, the village, is defined in

relation to Earth.

Itis only when Earth has accepted propitiatory sacri-
fices, has accepted that people can engage in sexual
activity on its land, [and] that the alliance has been
sealed by the implantation in an encampment of the
tree and stone for asie, it is only then that man can

live a fully human existence (Etienne 1976:42).

Earthhasa primordial and perdurable identit}' that differ-
entiates it from all of the other fetishes also associated with

the natural world.

Itis difficult. .. to define the nature of amuin. There is
no doubt that they belong to the supernatural realm.
But one is not aware of their universe, their true
world. Certainly, one can be familiar with the mate-
rial support of their being, of their power (mask,
statues, bracelets and amulets, shrines, etc. ) that ane
can call (taka) to the village to ask for protection or
to offer them sacrifices. But one does not know where
they “live”.... In fact, they are everywhere and it is
only by appropriate rituals that one can fix their
presence in a mask, a statue in clay, ete. (Eticnnc

1976:33).






When a male and a female figure are recognized as hav-
ing been carved by the same artist, demonstrate comparable
patterns of wear and use, and have the same collection his-
tory, it can be assumed that the hgures probably represent
asie usu spirits and were used together by a trance diviner

\ (komien). It should also be noted, however, that male and
Pa | I’S female figures by the same artist may not have been created
as a pair; they may have been carved contemporaneously
as representatives of Other-World mates for a man and a
woman in the same village or region, but have been col-
lected separately by an African dealer, only becoming a

“pair” through his agency.

4. (Far left) STANDING FEMALE
FIGURE

Wood and paint. Hcighr: 30¢m.
FMCH 94.17.2. ‘-‘lrmn)f'mous quff.

(Detail view may be found on page 43.)

I5. (Left) STANDING MALE FIGURE
Wood and paint. Height: 30 ¢m.
FMCH 94.17.3. Anonymous ﬂiﬁ'

(Detail view may be found on page 42.)

16. (Right) STANDING MALE FIGURE

Wood and paint. Height: 34 cm.
FMCH 94.18.2. ,’lnon)'moux gifi.

17, (Far right) STANDING FEMALE FIGURE

Wood and paint. Height: 40 cm.
FMCH 94.17.5. Anonymous gift.

(Alternative view may be found on page 8.)
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MacGatffey (1990), cross-referen cing Pietz (1985), has ar-

gued that“The problem of the fetish, for the European mind,
has been that it confounds the distinction, regarded as basic
and natural, between objects and persons.” The term “fe-
tish” has ]argcly gone out of favor
“power object” for the former “nail fetish” of the Kongo

and often evokes embarrassment, as though the outside
scholar was being pejorative in his description. Yet the
term is useful when properly explained according to a spe-

cific “local theory of powerful and disturbing expericnces”

(MacGalfey 1990:58). For the Baule, the relevant features of

amuin are that llu"\( are supernatural forces that can be called
upon and that their powers can he usefully channeled when
given a material support. It is important to understand the
distinction that the Baule make between the existence of the
amuin itself and the material thing in which its power is ulti-
mately captured. The material form of the

fetish is called amuin ba by the Baule: the basic sense of ba

is “child” or the “young” of an animal, but it is also used in

- as in the use of

the sense of “unit” or “partof a larger whole”; thus amuin ba
can be glossed as the “fetish entity.” Once localized, it is
the “thingness” of the amuin that predominates. It is because
the “fetish™ is a “thing” that it can be appropriated, acquired,
transpm‘lvd, and used: it is a pmpriutar}' power that can be

ordered about.

The adept is the owner of his fetish. He has no
respect tor him; his praver often resembles bargain-
o ; , \
ing: *II vou give me a good harvest, you will have
a goat.” ...and when he is not satisfied with his
services, he uses blackmail: “Attention! 1 am going
to drop you and find another fetish.” . If the fetish
is ineflective, one menaces it, insults it, and finally

can throw it away in the bush (Guerry 1972:106).

Of a different order of supernatural entities are the
special spirits known as asie usu (literally, “carth-spirits”)

which inhabit certain features of the natural world: hills,



18. (L(_:ﬁ) Komien diviner. Toumodi region,
Caote d’Ivoire. 1981, Pho[ogmph b/[' Philip
Ravenhill.

19. (Right) Figure representing the asie usu
of the komien diviner with her gong (lawre)
and gong-beater (lawre waka). Toumodi
region, Cote d’lvoire. 1981. Photograph f’)’
Lap Nguyen Tien.

mountains, rocks, water sources, rivers, and some plants.
These spirits, which may at times take on human form (Figs.
13 and 19) and be seen, are of a quite different ontological

status than the amuin.

While it is men who discover amuin, who call them,
who force them to come to the village (e.g., as masks)
or install them there, ... it is the asie usu which come
to men, it is they who take the initiative to make
contact with men; they follow them, they importune
lhcm, Ihey selze thcm, thc)" cause them to enter
trances during which the one possessed by the asie
usu becomes “clairvoyant” and can prophesy (Gucrry'

1972:37).

Just as the alliance with a fetish (amuin) is a source of
power, either protccti\'e or (lcstructive, s0 too contact with
asie usu may produce in human bcings such extraordinary

effects as clairvovance or madness. Asie usu may choose to
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initiate a relationship with a person and forge an alliance

that links him or her to some of the powers inherent in
nature. If the chosen person agrees to and appropriately
formalizes the relationship, he or she may become a clair-
voyant (komienfwe, or simply komien) who prophesies in trance
(Fig. 18), that is, a “prophet” (awefive), “one who uses the
frontiers (o di awe), who wanders in the no man’s land that
separates the world of man from that of the gods” (Guerry
1972:106). His or her relationship to the asie usu is formal-
ized by the commissioning, sculpting, and installing of a
figure that symbolizes the fact that henceforth the spirit
will also live within the confines of the village. When the asie
usu “mounts” his partner in the same way that a person
mounts a horse — he takes charge, and the person in trance
is empowered to see 1hings that are otherwise unseen and
to pronounce truths that are otherwise hidden. The komien
maintains his r(‘lati(_mship to his asie usu by placing oﬁerings
ina small pottery bow] at the feet of the figure. The figure is

also displayed during public performances, a sign of contact



with the powers of the natural world bevond the village
boundary — an ackno\-\-’lcclge(l outsicle presence that (:hangcs

received realities,

The Supernatural World and Divination

The powers of the supernatural world found in nature
impinge on the human world and cause things to Imppcn;
they can also serve to explain events and states of human
experience and reveal hidden kno\\'lodk
('auscs"(ll'lanrmt:c’)'_i/it'z) is able to make his revelations because
of his contact with the supernatural world. The most strik-
ing and dramatic means of divination is the public perfor-
mance of the komi nfwe, whose power, as we have secn, is
derived from contact with the asie usu. Other diviners also
explore the hidden realm and it is thought that they, too,
make contact with the extraordinary powers of Earth and
nature.

As discussed earlier, the most common method of divi-

nation for the Baule is ngoinman, which involves the use of

nine symbol-laden leather cords. Another method is the use

ac. The “revealer of
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20. MOUSE ORACLE

Ceramic, metal, cord, leather,
and plant ﬁbcr. Height of
container: 16 cm. FIICH 84.1060.

ol a “mouse oracle” (glekle se), a two-chambered container
s. 20 and

21). The mouse hides in the lower chamber and comes to

made of wood or clay in which a mouse lives (Fig
the upper chamber when the diviner inserts rice chaff and
closes the clay lid. In cating, the mouse rearranges the posi-
tions of small beaded or bone shafts attached to a small tray
(of cither brass or a tortoise carapace). The new arrange-
ment of these elements is read by the diviner and interpreted,
like the ngoinman, .1('(‘(‘)1'ding to the dia]c)guv with his client(s).
The power of the mouse oracle, it was explained to me, lies
in the fact that the mouse, via a small hole in the lower cham-
ber that permits the evacuation of urine and excrement, is
in direct contact with the Earth. Awa, asmall, bowl-like gourd
hlled with water, is also used as a divination tool, as is a
small hand mirror.

[n contradistinction to the public drama of the perfor-
mance of the komienfive stand the more personal sessions of
consultation that center on a diviner and his or her divina-
tory instrument of choice. Here, the emphasis is on speech

and verbal exchange. The divining tool is like the rudder of



a boat; held against the flow of discourse, it directs onward
movement. In the hands and through the eyes of the diviner,

the instrument is exceedingly “context sensitive™ it confirms

or denies what is being asserted, opens up new avenues of

inquiry, and closes down others. All present, husband and
wife and their respective (extended) families, can weigh in,
ask a question, make a comment, react in surprise or athr-
mation to the words of the diviner: “Can it be because I did
(or didn’t!) do this?”

The divination process, one which may necessitate many
sessions and one that totally involves all participants, leads
ultimately to the establishment of a conclusion — a revela-
tion that all agree to. The final revelation becomes a matter
of consensus. Admitted by all, perceived to be the revealed
truth, the conclusion establishes a new way of understand-
ing the exigencies of personal experience, and henceforth
all agree to the explanation of a new reality heretofore hid-

den. Such is the nature of divination in Baule life.

The Other World

In addition to the realms of the village (culture) and the
bush (nature), the Baule also believe in a far-off place that
lhcy call blaio (pronounced ‘blaw.law). It is a place “which
exists beyond sensory experience” (Etienne 1976: 30). Ac-
c()r(ling to Baule ’L’mdiliun, the word is derived from the
phrase be bla 1o, “they recount t]lings about that place” or
“they vaunt, or brag about, that place.” The sense of the
morpheme [ is “over-there, in the sense of the far-off, the
clistan(‘(‘(l“(l%ti(‘l]ﬂ(‘l976). Blolo can thus be translated as “the
place that is bragged about.” It is the “Bevond” or “Other
World” that exists thmugh boastful recounting. It is Jl\\'a_\'s
“there” and never “here.”

The Other World is thought of as an ideal world, a place
of L'xaggcratc(l perfection. [tis also called

“the village of truth,” in opposition to the village on

earth, to this world of appearances where one never

knows the basis of things, where ])mp]v live in
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21 MOUSE ORACLE

Ceramic, wood, and metal. Hmyhf of container: 14 cm,
Length n]‘l'm?qc‘\! trav: 10 cm. FAICH 94,191, Anonymous gift.
I : 1] . 4!



22. MINIATURE FIGURES

Figures of Other-World mates worn on beaded necklaces.

Shown actual size. Height of tallest: 10 cm. Left to right:

FMCH 94.13.2, FMICH 94.13.1, FMCI 94.13.6. All anonymous giffis.
untruth and deceive cach other. When one enters this
universe [of the hlals], one sees the true sense of
things, and no one can any longer deceive you (Guerry

1972:90).

The blsls is inhabited by human spirits; it is the place
from which comes the spirit of a newborn and the place to
which a person’s spirit returns at death. It is also a place

where each person has a partner of the opposite sex. A
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woman has an “Other-World man” (blols bian ); @ man has
an “Other-World woman” (blsls bla).®

A person’s Other-World mate may make his or her
existence known and demand recognition by creating a
problem, often one that relates to marriage, sexuality, or
chi]dl)caring. It is in consulting a diviner about the hidden
cause of the problem that it may be revealed that the cause
is the jcalousy of the Other-World mate. The diviner may
recommend that his or her existence be acknowlcdged by
ha\'ing a ﬁguref‘ carved., Figures are usually 10 to 15 inches
(25 to 38 cm) in height, but in some regions the figures can
be made very small and worn on a necklace; these ligures,

two to three inches (5 to 7.5 ¢m) in height, are eminently



portable and personal (Figs. 22 and 23). The figure “brings
down” or “creates” (jra) the invisible mate in tangible form.
The person is now “here” as well as “there.”

The Other-World mate is also acknowledged by the act
of reserving one designated night of the week as a time for
the mate to visit in dreams. Every week, on the same night,
the person sleeps alone and dreams about the Other-World
person. The following morning, the figure is addressed and
small offerings are made. In this way, one establishes an on-
going relationship with the Other-World mate, and the prob-
lem that led to the commissioning and installation of the

figure perhaps finds a resolution,

Figurative Arts: The Person in Wood

Let us return to our opening challenge: Why are some
invisible, supernatural forces conceived and represented
by the Baule as human beings? Two quite different types of
supernatural beings, asie usu and the men and women of the
blola, are represented by sculptors in essentially the same
way. Although they may be used and handled differently,
both types of hgures are conceived and created as miniature

idealizations of human beauty.

Notions of Form

The key to appreciating the form of a Baule hgure is to
understand that the artist carves it according to the same
standards of b('aut)’ that the society uses for m'alualing the
beauty of real people (cf. Ravenhill 1980, 1993;Vogel 1980).
The figure is carved as a person (sran), a “person in wood”
(waka sran), 1t is considered to idealize human l)caut}', and,
like a human being, its physical attributes should be “just so”
(sese) — neither too pronounced nor too diminutive, ‘

The emphasis and attention paid to the carving of the
head and face of a ngr(- are important for the portrayal of
the physical identity of an individual person. The hair -

a physical attribute that is always socially defined — is
carefully depicted in a hairdo that calls attention to the pre-

sentation of self and also serves as a frame [or the frontal

]

23 MINIATURE FIGURES

Figures c_)f'O[hcrf World mates worn on beaded necklaces.

Shown actual size. Height r‘)f‘ tallest: 9.5 cm. I,gﬂ to right: FAICH
94.13.3, anonymous (qjﬁ,' FMCH 94.13.4, collection q['juduh
Timyan; FMCH 94.13.5, anonymous gifi.



24. (Left) STANDING FEMALE FIGURE

Wood and pigment. Height: 38 1 cm,
FMCH 86,392, Anon)'mous g_iﬁ.

25. (Right) SEATED MALE FIGURE
AND STANDING FEMALE FIGURE

Wood. Height: (male) 36 cm, (female) 42 cm.
Collection of Geraldine and Morton Dimondstein.

26. (Below) Back view quiLqure 25.
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THE SELF AND THE OTHER

orientation and gaze of the face. Eyes are often depicted as
downcast, perhaps to convey a sense of privacy. The nose,
mouth, and ears are sharply delineated. The face usually
imparts a sense of quiet dignity. Composure is also found
in the hands that are at rest on the belly, the comfortable
stance of a figure’s flexed legs (Fig. 5), or the depiction of
the figure as seated on a stool or chair (Fig. 25).

The neck is usually given great emphasis because the ideal
neck for the Baule is quite long (Fig. 1). The general inter-
pretation of the figure’s body makes clear Baule ideas of
bodily volume. Just as the head is set off from the body by
the neck, so too is the trunk set off from the hips and legs by
the pelvic circle. The pelvic circle is an important compo-

nent of female beauty because an ample, rather than nar-

row, pelvic circle is a sign of chi]dbcaring potential a
potential confirmed by full breasts and a gently swelling belly
(Fig. 27). Well-clevc[oped calf muscles are a sign of beauty
for both men and women (Fig. 28).

In the past, scarification of the body was seen in terms
of beauty — patterned textures that called attention to
smooth skin (cf. Vogel 1988). On a hgure, scarification is
also a means of individuation. The individual depiction cre-
ated by the artist is complemented by the owner's fur-
ther personalization of the figure through the addition, for
example, of a beaded necklace (perhaps with gold jewels),
the different strings of beads that would have held up aloin-
cloth around the hips, or beads below the knees or around

the ankles,

27. (f,;'/f) STANDING FEMALE FIGURE
Wood. Height: 48.5 cm. Collection qf Richard and Jan Baum.

28. (Righf) STANDING FEMALE FIGURE
Wood. Height: 40 cm. FMCH 86.1112. Anonymous (qgﬁ_

(Detail view may bc./c}und on page 33.)

29. (Far right) SEATED MALE FIGURE

Wood, cord, and cloth. Hcigh!: 43 5¢em.
Collection qf‘gau.f and Marsha Srunhc_nj],'

(Detail views may be found on page 33.)
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32. Back views ofFr'gure 8, page 14.

30. (Above, top) Detail of Figure 6, page 12.

31. (Above) Detail of Figure 6, page 12.
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33. Back view of Figure 29, page 31.

3

34. (Above, top) Detail of Figure 28, page 31.
35. (Above) Detail of Figure 29, page 31.



Notions of Personhood

The ﬁg{nﬂe carved by the sculptor only becomes an effec-
tive image when it is consecrated and “lodged” (sike) in the
house of the person who commissioned it (Figs. 37 and 38).
The “person in wood” (waka sran), I would argue, is much
like a human stranger who is received or lodged in one’s

home.

The greatest respect is reserved for the stranger.
.. [H]eis... the mediator par excellence, so why not
reserve for him the greatest respect and the best

welcome?

In the house where he arrives, one must drink palm-

wine in his honor. A bedroom is specially prepared

34

36. (Left) The Other-World woman
of the sculptor Koffi Niamnien next
to a mound (lo fannin) of kaolin and
an offering of eggs. Toumodi region,
Cote d'Ivoire. 198]. Photograph by
Lap Nguyen Tien.

37. (Right) and 38. (Far right)
Figure of the Other-World woman of
a wandering minstrel (jitabofwe).
Toumodi region, Cote d’Ivoire. 1981.
Photograph by Lap Nguyen Tien.

for him.... In the morning, before his hostess leaves
for the fields, his breakfast is already prepared for
him. At meal times the message is sent to him “Your

thing is over there,” O like o le (Effimbra 1959:204).

For the stranger, the neighbor or other village resident
or, for that matter, any human being, social interaction
begins and is governed by respect: “The Baule, in general
are respectful; this is noted above all in the exchange of
greetings” (Effimbra 1959:255). Respect is a constitutional
condition of being human. Indeed, the equivalent term in
Baule for the verb “respect” is “to think [of one] as human,”
as in 2 bu mi sran, “He respects me / he takes me seriously”
(Carteron 1972:154), or literally, “He thinks of me as a

human.” It is interesting that for the Baule there is a funda-



mental equivalence between the person who is lodging and

the person who is being lodged; both host and guest are
referred to as sikefiwe,

Am [ overemphasizing the human (sran) aspect of the
“wooden figure” (waka sran)? 1 think not, for the parallels are
constant and consistent. Through the figure, the spirit — be
it asie usu or blal» man or woman — is “called” (raka), is
“areeted” (yo...like), is “lodged” (sike), and is “fed” (di alie)
through t)Fferings (Fig. 36). In brief, the spirit is treated with
respect and is “thought of as a person.” The spirit is per-
ceived as an active person who volitionally initiates contact
with a specific human being and demands recognition in a
formal relationship. Once recognized, called by his personal
name, and provided with a figurative stand-in, the spirit-as-

person enters the realm of culture, the village. Vogel points

35

out the following after she interviewed Baule men during a

field study of Baule esthetics: “In commenting on the figures
they were asked to rank, the Baule never used the particular
‘It resembles a woman,' or ‘It resembles a man,” but always
the generic sran” (1980:4). They insisted, in other words, on
the fundamental personhood of the figure.

Of all divinities, spiritual agencics, or fetishes, only asie
usu and men and women of the blols are seen and repre-
sented in such personal human terms. The active, volitional
aspect of their nature is what allows them to be perceived in
terms of intentionality and personhood and thus differen-
tiates them from other divinities or spirits.

God, nianmien, “does not play a very important role in

Baule liturgical life” (Etiennc 1976:34). Earth (asie), as we

have seen, plays a far more important role in relation to



39. The sculptor Koffi Niamnien
with two recently Compl'ercdﬁgures.
Toumodi region, Cote d’lvoire.
1981. thqgmph by Lap Nguyen

Tien.

village life and well-being, but although “called” through
speech, addressed, and covenanted with, Earth remains a
fundamental, organic power — a hxed essence or natural

force. The other amuin are

above all protective and vindictive divinities. They
are vindictive in two ways, first by ])unishing (l)_\'
sickness or death) those who attack their followers
and, then, by punishing their own followers in the
same way when th(?}' do not respect the ritual pre-

scriptions of the cult.

These protective and vindictive attributes generally

interest the village community, One calls the fetishes
(= ’

to the village, one brings them out of their sanctuary

for a procession around the village, one invokes them

for collective ill-being (famine, epidemics, fire, flood,

ete.). Vindictiveness is also manifest collectively

(Etienne 1976 32).

“The 1'c|ali()nshi|) between fetishes and people is am-
biguous” (ibid.:33), for although fetishes have powers that
affect people, they are also highly dependent on people,
Also, although supernatural, it is belicved that they have no
special abode other than nature in general, and their power
can only be channeled when it is captured and attached
to a material object. The idea is of an abstract torce, more
mechanistic than personal. Ancestors are also conceived of
as persons, but they are invoked 1]11'()ngh an altar composed
of the stools or chairs they used in their lifetime; they are
already “known” and their existence in the bl does not

require any new persenification.



Having discussed the similarity of “personhood” in both
asie usu and the Other-World mates of the blals, differences
should also be mentioned. One (lissimilarity between the
beings is that in one case, blolo, the li\'ing person is linked
to only one Other-World person (always of the opposite sex).
In the other case, asic usu, it is not uncommon for a Ii\'ing
person to be linked to a [amily or a male/female couple. In
Lafargue’s translation of a Baule account of the “birth of a

Komyen,” for example, one finds

they were reassured that they had nothing to fear,
for their son was going to come back with an asie usu
and become a komienfive, While waiting, his parents
were to have made for him a small hgure in wood
{(waka sran), representing the male asie usu. As for the
female asie usu, the new komien himself would take

care of it (1970:24).

Furthermore, inherent in the idea of asie usu is the belief

that these spirits live in families.

Earth-spirits always live in society, in villages. They

Most often, the [figure of the asie usu] will soon be
joined by a male or female companion, for they can-

not live as celibates (Guerry 1972:104).

A relationship that is established between an asie usu and
a human being often outlives the person. Should a komien
die, it is said that the spirit looks within the family “for
another horse to mount.” It is as though the two families
(real and supernatural) are linked in an ongoing, productive
alliance,

The Other-World man or woman is a solitary indi-
vidual linked to only one human being. I have written else-
where (1980:3) that it is significant that the Baule never use

the words “husband” (wun) or “wife” (yi) in relation to the

3

0. STANDING MALE FIGURE

IWood and paint. Height: 34.5 cm. Fucr 94,176, Anonymous gift.



41. STANDING MALE FIGURE 42. STANDING MALE FIGURE
Wood and paint. Height: 32.4 cm. National Museum Wood and paint. HcJ'gh[: 27.5 cm. FMCH 9417 4, .-lnvn/rmoux

q[‘."ffrican Art, Smithsonian Institution. Anonymous gjﬁ. g_:'ﬁ. (Alternative views may be‘[b[md on pages 43 and 4§.)
(Alternative view may be found on page 3.)

38



Other-World person. He or she is always referred to as the
Other-World man or Other-World woman: in other words,
the association is a dyadic sexual relationship, rather than
the polyvalent marriage relationship that links two families
in a web of mutual obligations. There is an actuality to this
relationship that situates it in the immediacy of lived expe-
rience. Unlike the pre-existing reality of nature and the
received or given ontology of the natural world, the blsl
is a world that is revealed suddenly and experienced authen-
tically: the palpable passion of a male/female relationship.
The living partner admits to being “desired,” in fact “de-
manded,” by an invisible, sexual being,

The blol> mate, as understood by the living counterpart,
is seen as a real-life lover. This may explain the twentieth-
century depictions of the “personhood” of the blol> mate
as a representation of a Contemporary person — urbane,
cosmopolitan, and truly “with it.” Admittedly, the twentieth
century has had a profound impact on Baule society. Since
colonization on the eve of World War I, and since the inte-
gration of Baule culture into a world society, although Baule
ideas of human beauty have remained fairly constant, the
effects of Western fashion have influenced the Baule, as well
as their depictions of Other-World men and women (cf.
Ravenhill 1980:passim). This is not surprising, since the
Other World has always been seen as parallel to the real
world.

During the early colonial period, figures that represented
Other-World men were often depicted with European head-
gear: pith helmets (Figs. 40 and 48), military caps (képis), or
hats. The elaborate male hairdos of former times became
less common. Later, new hairstyles were depicted, as seen
in the sculpted and parted hair of modern figures (Figs. 15,
41,and 42). A full range of fashionable clothes has been rep-
resented; shirts and ties, shorts and sandals, suits and long
trousers, shoes or high heels. Female figures are also repre-
sented in modern fashion, but less often than male ﬁgurf:s.7

Recent interpretations of bodily volume have changed

most significantly in the depiction of the waist, a concept
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43. STANDING MALE FIGURE
Wood and paint. Height: 38 cm. FMCH 94.17.1. Anonymous gift.
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H Pair

Figures of a couple carved from a single block are very
rare, but like pairs of Free-standing Baule figures they prob-
ably represent the nature spirits known as asie usu. We have
independent proof of this assumption for this couple from
Susan Vogel, who showed a photegraph of it to Baule infor-
mants who confirmed that they “must represent nature spir-
its” (Roy 1985:61). They may well have been owned by a
komien diviner.

Since either men or women can become komien diviners,
it would be interesting to know whether there is any ten-
dency for a diviner's figure to be of the opposite sex, In other
words, did this figure belong to a male diviner and is that
why the female figure is predominant and the male figure
seems to p]ay a supportive role?

The seated posture of this pair can be juxtaposed with
Susan Vogel’s observation that for asie usu “The figure is
described as the asie usu’s ‘stoo]’ because the figure ‘sits on it
but can come and go"” (1977:168-69).

44. SEATED MALE AND FEMALE FIGURES

Wood. Height: 39cm. Umt’ersig«' c_)f lowa Museum (_folr!,
The Smnle] Collection. Phomgraph by Randall Tosh.



45, Front view. Phomgraph courtesy
of the University of fowa Museum
gf/irt‘
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46. Detail of Figure 53, page 47.

47. Detail @rﬁ"gure 5% page 20,

i2



of Figure 14, page 20.

49. (Top) Detail of Figure 42, page 38.
50. (Bottom) Detail

Figure 51, page 44.

48. Profile view of

43




51. STANDING MALE FIGURE
Wood, glass beads, fiber. Height: 32.5 cm. National Museum
gf'.‘jﬁ‘ir017 Art, Smithsonian Institution. Anonymous gift.

(Profile view may be found on page 43.)

i

borrowed from foreign fashion, Skin tones of light, dark,
and red - Formerf)' achieved with dyes — are now ren-
dered with industrial paints.

The Other World continyes to evolve. The entire gamut
of twentieth-century fashion can be found in Baule ﬁgures.
The Other World is indeed as immediate and responsive as

the real world.

Conclusion

The attempt to translate another culture is never Cntireiy
satis['actory. The gaps of experience and knowledgc seem
insurmountable. Between the world as [ have experienced
it — as a Euro-American male of the mid-twentieth cen-
tury — and the world as experienced by Baule men and
women in their betwixt-and-between rcalit}' of tradition
and modcrnity, how does one hcgin to explore empathet-
ically the Cuitura”y defined, lived experience? To reflect
— humanly, one hopes — on the experience of others, one
must begin with the exegesis of their cultural concepts, the
particular ways that words define the world and constitute
social reality,

MacGaffey, in his study of “The Personhood of Ritual

Objects: Kongo Minkisi” (1990:46), argues that

Neither the thingness of an object nor the personhood
of people is given in nature; both are the results of a
local, {uhura”_\' specific lalx-iing process requiring,
in each case, that a particular concept or status he
intcnzi(mally recognized, that an apt candidate [or
the role exists, and that the status be assigned to the

candidate by an approved procedure.

In his exploration of Kongo cosmology and concepts,
5 &

Mac(}aﬁby points out that

The most obvious external sign of the personifica-
tion of minkisi is that they are invoked as willful

beings.... [M]any of the obligations incumbent upon
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those who come into contact with a nkisi have the
effect ()l'insislinq that it be treated as thnugh itwere a

person (emphasis added; 1990:53).

There are direct parallels here to the Baule concepts of
asie usu and the Other-World mates of the hlal, although
perhaps, if I read MacGaffey L'(ll‘l‘t'k‘l]:\“ the Baule (:()sm()lr)g}
may be even more insistent that the personhood of these
spirits pre-cxists their actual representation in iigurali\‘c
lorm. The creation of the form is a material recognition of
the existential personhood of these spirits, willful ]wings'\\ ho
choose to impinge on human L'xisu‘m'c,'l'lu"\', too, are |}mplv
(stan mu) who want to he grvvu‘(l} to be |0dgn-d, to be fed,
to be involved in a lasting relationship. The hgure, waka sran,
is a constant reminder of the supernatural “person” who
exists in a special relationship to me. Through the figure the

self acknowledges the other,

45

52. Shop of an art dealer showing
replica [i(qurex (colon) inspired

ILI' clothed Bum’cﬁngl'c.s‘. Dakar,
Senegal. 198 3. Photograph by
Philip Ravenhill.

Notes

1. The literature on Baule culture and art is voluminous, Interesting
aspects of Baule history, culture, and art are to be found in Weiske
1980, Eticnne 1972, 1976,Vogel 1973, 1977, 1980, 1988, and Ravenhil

1980 and forthcoming,

2. Cf. Etienne 1972 in which he discusses the collected writings pre

sented for his doctorate,

3. Etienne defines tkpe as a “partner in institutionalized joking rela-
tionships between tribes, friends, comrades born the same year as Ego”
(1976:72).

4. Fwe is an agentive suffix indicating “the one who does the action”
: &

(Carteron 1972).

5. The place of the bbby in individual Baule existence is more fully
explored in my forthcoming book Drcams and Reverie: Baule Images of
) £ :

Other-World Mates in the Twentieth Century.

6. A collection of these miniature figures for necklaces is to be found
in the collections of the Musée du Prophete near Vavoua in the cen

tral region of Cote d'voire (cf. Ravenhill 1981).

7. On the concept of “clothed males™ and “unclothed females” of
Ravenhill 1980:17-18 and forthcoming, ('ha]).\'. 2,3, 4.
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