














Kongo fetish
Kongo people, Democratic
Republic of the Congo

19t Century

36cm

Wood, pigments, metal,
ritual patina

Discovered at the end of the 17t" century

by Olfert Dapper (Dapper, Dictionary of
Africa, 1686, p.336), the essential, famous,
and astonishingly powerful Kongo

statuary demonstrates the full force and
inventiveness of African sculptural art.
Revealed to the public in the 1930s through
the first exhibitions: Art Négre (Palais des
Beaux-Arts, Brussels, 1930), the Exhibition of
African and Oceanic Art (Galerie du Théatre
Pigalle, Paris, 1930), and African Negro Art
(MoMA, New York, 1935), it continuously
captivated, frightened, intrigued, and
inspired modern and contemporary artists,
such as Jean-Michel Basquiat.

Embodied as a powerful spirit, used during
oath-taking or vow-making, intended

for the protection of the clan or lineage
(Felix, M.L., Art & Kongos, Brussels, 1995, p.
105), this type of object was used by the
traditional specialist, the nganga, the only
person in society authorized to handle it.
At the request of consultants, it was used
to cast and break spells. Filled with magic
and created by the blacksmith-sorcerer,

it served as an intermediary between the
visible and invisible worlds, between the
living and the ancestors. Its glass eyes
attest to this visual acuity discerning

these two worlds, clearly expressed

here. A request was sealed through

its intermediary with the nkisi spirit it
embodied, activating its power to formalize
a request for help or healing.
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Its body has a unique, attractive light patina
with different rough textures in yellow,
brown, black, and orange hues, creating a
bewildering irregularity across its surface,
contrasting with the smoothness of its oval
face, rounded shoulders, wavy arms, and the
circular area where the abdominal charge
once was. The power and magic of this

area shine through its imposing width and
the gaping void it left, yet fully measured,
overflowing, imposing, magnifying both its
absence and the reverberating power of its
past presence.

Its long, elongated face features the
idealized criteria of Kongo beauty: its plump
mouth with delicately curled lips, slightly
parted over carved teeth, seems to murmuir,
speak, express—an attitude interpreted by
Raoul Lehuard as a gesture of lamentation
or supplication.

Its finely arched and engraved eyebrows
attest to the meticulous execution it
received, revealing the intense and
disconcerting paradox of this statuary. It
alternates between bewildering defiance,
reverential fear warding off malevolent
spirits, and fine delicacy. In this superbly
achieved contrast between the embodiment
of power and beauty, it expresses the

full complexity of these nkonde statues,
“ambivalent and multifunctional objects
that attack as they protect and heal”
(Felix, Art & Kongos, 1995, p. 67).
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Its pose, with a firmly extended hand
brandishing an attribute now lost,

called telema lwimbanganga, faithfully
corresponds to a sacred attitude adopted
by Kongo nobility and diviners—a
distinctive sign of absolute authority,
accentuated by the oversized right arm
once holding a weapon.

According to Robert Farris Thompson
(Falgayrettes-Leveau, The Kongo Gesture,
2002, p. 55), the standing position, firmly
anchored on small, tightly stretched

legs called fwokama, is a sign of life. It
respectfully expresses a dynamic, sustained,
firm, and determined request, conveyed by
the entire body, potentially associated with
healing and divination rites.

The authority of these signified vows, their
power, and prestige are here augmented
by the plethora of magical charges
forming a necklace: the neck is wrapped
with numerous braided attachments,
accentuating the power of its speech and
the vow made.












Songye fetish
Songye people, Democratic
Republic of the Congo

19t century or before

46,5cm

Wood, metal, lizard skin, leather,
ritual charges, animal hairs &
fibers, ritual patina

Inhabited by a force, a power, an
unmatched breath, the Songye statuary,
as fascinating in its form as formidable

in its beauty associated with magical-
religious beliefs, evoked distrust, fear, and
admiration during its first encounters with
Europeans. From the 19t century, artists
such as Paul Gauguin and Georges Braque
began to appreciate its extraordinary
creativity combined with formal power.

Living on a vast territory between the
Sankuru in the west and the Lualaba in the
east, the largest concentration of Songye

is found in the present-day province of
Kasai Oriental, also occupying parts of

the provinces of Katanga and Kivu. The
Songye do not constitute a homogeneous
sociocultural entity, subdividing into several
linguistic and cultural groups, they are
essentially organized around chiefdoms.

Believing in the links between the world

of humans and that of spirits, through the
mystical power of the chiefdom (Daniel
Bieduyck, 1992, p.27), animated by magical-
religious ideals, they shape a statuary that
serves both as an effigy of power with
attributes of kings and as an intermediary
between these two poles.

Of a religious nature and bearing political
references, this statuary with supernatural
connotations through its form and
ornaments allowed humans to maintain a
connection with the spiritual world.

The large Songye statues, like this

one, were intended to serve an entire
community, an entire village, and were
associated with procreation, protection
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against diseases, witchcraft, war, and the
preservation of territorial claims (Hersak,
1986, p.120).

Their real power derived from the

bishima, hidden substances composed of
ingredients “that provide the aggressive
content capable of neutralizing the source
of malevolent action.” (Hersak, 1995, pp.
345-347). This remarkable example of a
resonant presence shines with its black,
deep, oozing patina, so brilliant attesting to
its power, demonstrating its ability to ward
off malevolent spirits.

Invariably handled by an experienced
sorcerer, it is richly adorned with
characteristic attributes of chiefs, warriors,
or hunters, three highly respected

social ranks essential to the survival of
the community. Its face is animated

with circular metal nails, its neck with a
necklace, the bust presents a charge in
snake skin, a symbol of renewal, life, and
death combined, the lower body encircled
by finely braided vegetal fibers.

To its imposing, fixed stature, whose
volumes projected into space, in reliefs,
accentuate its presence, responds its
striking and destabilizing expressiveness.
Its angular forms, drawing the rigidity of
its build, the flattened hands with fingers
signified by fine engravings, skillfully
contrast while magnifying the circular
forms of the prominent navel and the
oval face.

The grandeur of its almond-shaped, half-
closed eyes, seemingly suggesting the
interiority and acuity it is animated with,

that of perceiving, seeing, and probing
these two earthly and spiritual worlds
intensifies this power. The triangular nose
reveals a wide-open mouth from which a
cry, a scream, symbolically and probably to
ward off evil, seems to emerge.

As Neyt indicates, reveals, and explains,
each symbol, each trait, each gesture is

not a coincidence or a formal liberty born
from the sculptor’s imagination. Each form,
each detail holds meaning. The gesture of
communication, the gaze, and the speech
carry a translated symbolic meaning. “The
half-closed eyes recall the moments of
transition between day and night when
spirits and ancestors return. A gaze of
vigilance mixed with serenity.” Of interiority
and discernment mixed.

The face like this one, with a wide-open
mouth from which teeth seem to appear
deep inside, testifies to aggressiveness.
Here, according to the classification, it
would belong to type 2, representing only
twenty percent of the statuary. The weight
of earthly energies revealed in its neck
and shoulders, here massive and angular,
attests to and reinforces its strength and
hardness.

This work vibrates with force, power; it
testifies through its expressiveness to the
disconcerting and learned creative genius
of the Songye, in all its complexity and
diversity, and to their spirituality.

Francois Neyt. Songye: La redoutable statuaire Songye d’Afrique Centrale. Fonds Mercator, Brussels, 2009
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Songye statue
Songye people, Democratic
Republic of the Congo

19t Century
21cm
Wood, metal, ritual patina

The contortion of the body with simplified,
schematized forms reduced to the
essential, and the head with meticulously
worked, expressive features, imparts a
remarkable and singular strangeness to
the work. Breaking symmetry, reinventing
rhythm and classical representations,

the face turned to the side is a stylistic
characteristic attributed, according to Neyt
(2004: 308), to Songye figures from the
Milembwe and Belande regions.

The significance of the gesture and
attitude remains enigmatic. Was it a way
to guard against evil spirits, suggesting
that the character’s attention and acuity
were directed in all directions? A protective
and beneficial stance, a warning against
malevolent forces? Their powers, however,
are undeniable.

The Nkisi, magical and sacred signs, are

inhabited by cosmic forces that renew
during new moons. They protected their
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owners, the clan, the community. Whether
collective or individual, this type of nkisi
was reserved for family or personal use.

Deeply original canon unique to

the Milembwe, demonstrating their
inventiveness. The wood is covered with a
dark brown, shiny patina, slightly oozing,
revealing that this nkisi had been regularly
nourished to protect the people or families
it belonged to.

Resting on a circular pedestal base,
elevating its importance and power, the
body is represented by a solid, diamond
shape, split on one side, with an angled
cut signifying both the flexion of the

legs and the belly. The torso, guessed
and suggested, tapers, revealing the
face inscribed in an oval shape. The strict
linearity of the body contrasting with the
roundness of its head, sublimates this
particular distortion. The simplicity of the
body opposes the meticulous detail of the

facial features, giving them more power
and expressiveness. The closed eyes, in
relief with sunken outlines, intensify the
sensation of serenity. The flat, triangular
nose and the incised, smiling curved
mouth suggest its benevolent nature.

Its silhouette, animated by a unique and
particular momentum, its complete
distortion from which nonetheless
emerge balance and elegance, makes this
work unsettling for both the viewer and
malevolent spirits alike.

Bernard de Grunne; Gigi Pezzoli. Exposition Sacri Spiritu. Les Songye dans la Chapelle Palatine del Maschio Angioino, 2022
Francois Neyt. Songye: La redoutable statuaire Songye d’Afrique Centrale. Fonds Mercator, Brussels, 2009












Chokwe statue
Chokwe people,

Muzamba Region, Angola

19t Century
38cm
Wood, pigments

The power of Chokwe royalty is matched
by the strength of its art. This extraordinary
and emblematic sculptural tradition
flourished from the 18™ to the early 19t
century, particularly through the art of the
court.

The genius of this style was aptly
summarized in the early 20* century

by Fonseca Cardoso: “the suppleness of
forms, dynamism, realism, fine details, and
powerfully modeled musculature.”

The fullness of the forms, executed with
the most sublime finish, testifies to the
mastery of Chokwe art, the importance of
the chief, the dignitary represented, aiming
through the prism of art to make his
prestige and power shine. This is reflected
in the brilliance of its patina, highlighting
its smooth surface and exalting its forms.

The contained, solid, and powerful

force is manifested through its robust
musculature. Resting on feet whose
particularly detailed toes and thickness
metaphorically suggest stability, support,
and certain maintenance, the character
represented demonstrates that his position
as a dignitary is unmovable. His posture
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suggests a contained movement, indicated
by his bent knees, his arms angled

slightly backward, counterbalancing the
movement. This attitude does not seem

to reflect violent ferocity, although his
imposing build might suggest it, but
rather a skilled, alert, and spontaneous
defiance, ready to spring into action. The
infinite splendor of his silhouette alternates
harmoniously between sinuous lines, on
which the eye glides, and angular ones, on
which it pauses.

The remarkable fineness and care of the
details attest to the sculptor’s talent, a
Chokwe genius. From the finely crafted
fingers and nails, the finely engraved
scarifications enhancing his torso and
hips, to the supple and airy rendering of
his coiffure, every detail highlights the
technical prowess, giving this masterpiece
its strength and refinement.

The full and oval face, with finely sculpted
features, lights up with a hint of a smile,
“witnessing the courteous atmosphere

of the court” (Art and Mythologies,
Figures Tshokwe, p.54). His sumptuous
coiffure, mutwe wa kayanda, perfects his
appearance, ennobles his personality, and

Art et mythologie, Figures Tshokwe. Fondation Dapper, Paris, 1988
Jordan / Van Wyk. Chokwe! Art and Inititation Among the Chokwe and Related Peoples. Prestel, UK, 1999

completes the rhythmic harmony of his
body. Through its deeply curved shapes,
it fluidly integrates the composition,
imparting a remarkable lightness to the
massive body. In profile, it skillfully plays
with concave and convex forms between
its outline and the two round buns at the
back of the character’s head, amplifying
and announcing the rhythmic movement
of the shoulders, arms, and hips.

His shiny patina, in dark brown tones, with
mahogany highlights—particularly on the
belly, chin, and top of the forehead—makes
the chief “naked in his sacred dignity,
evoked as a revered ancestor, calm and
peaceful as disembodied spirits are.” (Art
and Mythologies, Figures Tshokwe, p.54).

According to Marie-Louise Bastin,
Chokwe statuary combines “plastic
balance, inventive forms, and meticulous
craftsmanship.” This masterpiece
prodigiously illustrates the power and
strength of both Chokwe royalty and art.
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