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African Arts & Crafts

Background Introduction

The vast continent of Africa is so rich and diverse in its culture
with it not only changing from one country to another but within an
individual country many different cultures can be found. Much of
Africa’s cultural activity centers on the family and the ethnic group.
Art, music, and oral literature serve to reinforce existing religious and
social patterns. The Westernized minority, influenced by European
culture and Christianity, first rejected African traditional culture, but
with the rise of African nationalism, a cultural revival occurred. The
governments of most African nations foster national dance and music
groups, museums, and to a lesser degree, artists and writers.

Africa was the birthplace of the human species between 8 million
and b million years ago. Today, the vast majority of its inhabitants are
of indigenous origin. People across the continent are remarkably
diverse by just about any measure: They speak a vast number of
different languages, practice hundreds of distinct religions, live in a
variety of types of dwellings, and engage in a wide range of economic
activities.

Over the centuries, peoples from other parts of the world have
migrated to Africa and settled there. Historically, Arabs have been the
most numerous immigrants. Starting in the 7th century AD, they
crossed into North Africa from the Middle East, bringing the religion of
Islam with them. A later movement of Arabs into East and Central
Africa occurred in the 19th century. Europeans first settled in Africa in
the mid-17th century near the Cape of Good Hope®, at the southern end
of the continent. More Europeans immigrated during the subsequent
colonial period, particularly to present-day South Africa, Zimbabwe,
and Algeria. South Asians also arrived during colonial times. Their
descendants, often referred to as Indians, are found largely in Uganda,
Kenya, Tanzania, and South Africa.

>>| )



African Ars & Crafts | e T %

EMTE

HRNE

IREAEMAPRERE IS EE SRHUL, X ULHERARNE
ETESEZE, MBUFEETE—TERZT. EMLEIIREE
HFEFENMERZ . TR, TR, DAEHEAHTBAITHRHK
MRS ZRRASUEAEE S D ER®, RyHERES
FEME G L, EREIEMREEHME, XATFBRE . KEEAE
MEFBNTEEN T REGIRER S REEREAEYE, 2T
ZARFHRWERBIED

JFUNEE 800 T2 500 5 FERTR AL M . BIELE K S HEIIEM
FEREET Y. BN R AR LU bR H M
EENAR: HTREREAANES, SEERONEBRRARISRE
#, BEERRERENFEET, NBFE ZREFFE.

HEER, RETHAZHHAND S B EIEMHEIBEERDE
o RIFEBNCE, A EAKERSZ. BEATTR 7 HE, i1
FHRBEMARFEAIAE, WETHER=EH, FRAE 19 tHEfhBAX
EREBIZRIEFIGIE, RN ATEIENE B RERAETE 17 I hH-FERMK
FtiixFmE AT A . TEREZ TSRAVTER A, S Z AN A EE
FENEHD, THEASREREAE. BEASBMA/REA . FEIABIEHE
RETHBREEEM, MAIR0EN, BEPIRAINEZA, EREFEST
K. B, HEREWMEIE,

@ Cape of Good Hope: 72 %, N B hkeIwh, LEFER2AE,

3 K€



A Touch of Africa Jungles | JE# M2

Art and Craft

When a person views African art, several themes seem to come up
over and over again. These themes are representations of different
things that are significant to African culture; and reveal the importance
behind some of its most beautiful art. The common themes are: a
couple, a woman and a child, a male with a weapon or animal and an
outsider or “stranger”.

Couples are most commonly shown as freestanding® figures of
relatively the same size and stature. They may be representative of
ancestors, a married couple, twins, or community founders. This is
representative of the importance placed on two as one. Most art of this
type was developed for shrines or for positions of ceremonial honor.
Sexual intimacy is rare in African carvings because it is rare for men
and women to display their affection publicly. The most common
theme of the male and female couple is that of strength and honor; not
love and intimacy. The mother and child couple is often representative
of mother earth and the people as her children. African women will
generally have a very strong desire for children as well however. The
strong desire that a woman has to bear children further shows the
strong mother-child relationship that is a vital part of African culture.

A male with a weapon or animal ( commonly a horse) is commonly
produced to show honor to departed ancestors. Animals are rarely
sculpted for the purpose of showing the inward or outward beauty of
the animal; but to give status to the person. Even today, many in
Africa would consider the ownership of a horse to be of greater status
than the ownership of an automobile. Showing a person with a horse
would then be giving great honor to them. Sometimes people are shown
with animals that are not really ridden; possibly even mythical. The
purpose is to show the power given to one who rides such an animal;
and the wealth that they must have.

As women achieve significance through their children, men will
often be honored in warfare. The one who goes into battle must have
physical, emotional and spiritual energy to survive and to conquer.
Thus the emphasis on weapons and the spoils of war in many African
countries works.

>>l 4



African Ars & Crafts | JEM T3

ERMIE

EHRIFMEARR A TR Z RN TERERE HI. XETER
RTINS EXEENSMEY), I T R ENREEEARE
FERUEEM, XEELOERR: AN, “AMZT. TEREBRS
SIERERI B A SSRER “FEEN .

BN B H WA R B R B AR/ VB B K B R B9 & B ST
HIBERZEAR . M TRERAREEE. RE. W, RBERARRBER
BHREEAN . TEREHNRE_EE—NEEY, XAZAKRZEM
EREACNEA IR . IEMRERIR D Rk, XER%
BLRPLURFTARRE . BOMREEREANEFEL HEMZEE, MR
ERBARET . BT NREEREEREEURALEZT . EEL
BRI AL LEBEERLBRANEZR, L AXFRIINEILEL
Wéﬁ-i%mT#WIM¢&%@EHM%%$@¥%%? XAIE
RARM SR — MR EERRHERE Y o

FHERFREY (BEED) HENBEARRBERYTLELE
IR . REXIEMR BROTRD R T RRENTESSMESE, TN T
ERBEARIMAL, RVEIAE, FEIFMATRINOIE — LS ELHE
—WEEEWA. TE, ZIHEEIEABREEBE NHRRIHE
B. BMAFAERESY, EEs/YTe2Eme, M0 EEE
KT BoREHE MR AFTRE RO E .

Ewa AEGE LB LI ESNME—H, BABLRFREEE
B. SENBALERETEFEARNEE ., BRAEH. Bk, £
FFMNEREAR WA E SEERER SRR o

@ freestanding [ 'fritsteendin ] adj. 323 X 8

5 KK



A Touch of Africa Jungles | JE# sk iR

A final common representation in African art is that of the
stranger. In Africa, a stranger is someone from a different country or
tribe. They would usually not be welcomed; and the more distorted the
portrayal of the stranger, the greater the gap that is normally
symbolized. Sometimes strangers, especially white foreigners, are
given a form of respect based on their relatively great weaponry and
other powers. Unfortunately, much of African art comes with no
explanation of the meaning intended to be symbolized when it was
created. When the meaning can be discerned, the deeper understanding
gained and fuller appreciation of the cultural heritage can be obtained in
a more meaningful and memorable way.

African Jewelry

Much of African culture places great emphasis on appearance and
therefore on jewelry. African jewelry has been given tremendous
attention for centuries, and becomes a useful and beautiful part of
African culture now. Many pieces of African jewelry contain cowry®
shells. They are not only beautiful but also symbolic] All jewelry shown
is completely hand-made, authentic, and completely African in origin
and design. This jewelry will be noticed by everyone, will make
tremendous conversation pieces. There is a huge selection of African
Jewelry. You will find many things to create a new look; to complement
your wardrobe; or to make a perfect gift.

Masks

Masks are representative of many different things in African history
and culture. Ancestry is very important to the African people to show
honor to their ancestors. They design the masks with elaborate hair and
jewelry to show great wealth and honor so their ancestors will be
pleased with them and bring blessings. Ancestors are greatly to be
feared if they are angered, so the people are very careful to be honoring
to them at all times. Masks are greatly revered in African culture. Many
masks are used in ceremonies generally depicting deities, spirits of
ancestors, mythological beings, good and or evil spirits, the dead,
animal spirits, and other beings believed to have power over humanity.
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South Africa’s Arts and Crafts

No doubt about it — South Africans are a crafty bunch. The
country’s people produce a remarkable range of arts and crafts,
working from the pavements and markets of the big cities to deep rural
enclaves® | with every possible form of traditional artwork — and then
some. There’s a lot of new work in traditional media, with artists
constantly developing the African crafts repertoire®. These range from
pretty tableware, Christmas tree decorations and magnificent
embroidered cloths to the simplest of items such as keyrings and
candle-holders.

With characteristic inventiveness, South Africans have adapted
every possible medium to a market that feeds both locals and tourists.
In addition to the standard materials such as beads, grass, leather,
fabric and clay, pieces are made using telephone wire, plastic bags,
petrol cans and bottle tops — even food tin labels are used to create
brightly coloured paper-made bowls. On sale on many a South African
street corner are objects made of wire, ranging from representations of
the globe to cars and motorcycles — which are capable of manipulated
movement — to joke cellphones and working radios. Shops, markets
and collectives dealing in African craft are thriving, providing much-
needed employment and income in communities such as Fugitive’s®
Drift in KwaZulu-Natal, which offers a huge variety of basketry, or the
Northern Cape Schmidtsdrift community of displaced San® people who
produce paintings that constitute an imaginative and highly coloured
extension of ancient rock art.

Folk Art & High Art

South African folk art is also making inroads into Western-style
“high art”. The work of ceramicist Bonnie Ntshalintshali, with its
almost phantasmagoric detail, has gone well beyond the confines of
traditional African pottery — yet her works could still be used at your
table. Sculptor Phutuma Seoka is another artist who has taken a
traditional form and given it a personal twist. In his case, the carving
of figures using the inherent curves and forks of tree branches,
common in the Venda region, is used to creating a cast of eccentric
characters.

> 8
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Some South African artists in the folk art mode have come up with
ideas quite out of left field — like the late Chickenman Mkize, who
made (now highly valued) mock roadsigns out of cheap materials,
emblazoning them with eccentric messages. The fact that Mkize was
illiterate, and was transcribing words written out by others without
noting the spaces between the words, adds to the charm of the works.
One of them declares “ NODRUNK ENBUMS ”; another asks,
pertinently, “BUTISI TART?”

The Ndebele® tradition of house-painting, part of the widespread
African practice of painting or decorating the exteriors of homes,
burgeoned amazingly with the advent® of commercial paints. It also gave
rise to artists such as Esther Mahlangu, who has put her adaptations of
the distinctive, highly coloured geometric Ndebele designs on everything
from cars to aeroplanes. By way of an enlightening contrast, as well as a
pure visual feast, there are many Ndebele villages to be visited in
Limpopo and Mpumalanga provinces — and the distinctive Ndebele style
has been extended beautifully to beadwork®.

From Traditional to Commercial

A high level of skill is brought to the production of work that has
long been a part of African society, and has now found new commercial
outlets. South African beadwork, once the insignia® of tribal royalty
alone, has today found a huge range of applications, from the creation
of coverings for everything from bottles to matchboxes — and the
reproduction of the red Aids ribbon in the form of small Zulu beadworks
known as Zulu love letters.

Basketry and ceramics, of course, were long ago brought to a
pitch of perfection in traditional South African society, and the
outgrowths of these forms today grace gallery plinths® as often as they
find a place on suburban shelves.

There are several important collections of African art in South
Africa, such as the Standard Bank collection at the Gertrude Posel
Gallery at Wits University in Johannesburg, or the Durban Art Gallery,
housing works of historical and anthropological significance. There can
be few other places in the world where you can see this variety of
African arts and crafts, whether they be masks made in one of the
continent’s many styles, or carved chairs, or embroidered.
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