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Foreword

In the last one hundred years, the modernization process in China
gradually altered our culture, ways of living, and unavoidably, our view of
the world. As the guardian of cultural heritage and explorer of international
scope, the Shanghai Museum has been working with established museums
all around the world to introduce to our visitors diversified cultures and
visual arts. This fime, we cooperate with musée du quai Branly, Paris, to
bring out “Congo River: Art of Central Africa”.

Although it is known universally that the land of Africa is the cradle of
human civilization, not many people's knowledge of African culture
and art exceed the territory above the Sahara and along the south
bank of Mediterranean Sea. The truth is that the Sub-Sahara including
Central Africa has its own complex social structures and unique regional
cultures. In the exhibition “Congo River” the visitors will see genuine masks
and sculptures made by different Central African communities and be
informed of the ceremonies and rituals these artifacts were involved. The
exhibition is not only meant to be educational, but also inspiring, so our
visitors can speculate these communities’ view of the nature, their religious
belief, and their understanding of life and death before modernization
changed their world.

All the 71 exhibits are from the musée du quai Branly, a museum
specialized in ethnic arts and civilizations of Africa, Oceania, and Asia.
The Shanghai Museum extends its sincere thanks to the staff of the musée
du quai Branly for elaborating the exhibition and loaning the exhibits. We
hope the exhibition will be a great art experience for our visitors.

Chen Xiejun
Director, Shanghai Museum
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Foreword

The Congo River: the title lends itself to reverie. Hidden beyond the intense
energy joining or separating complex and distinct ethnic groups on both
banks lies a wealth of equally diverse and splendid sculptural arts.

The artists and eminent collectors at the dawn of the 20" century — Paul
Guillaume, André Derain, Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque, Charles Ratton
and Helena Rubinstein — were right on the mark. Well before the Dogon,
these Central African sculptures were viewed, admired, purchased and
traded. Today they remain the moulds, the “classics” — standards for what
was known at that time as “Black Art".

The Bantu-speaking villages dotting the banks of this serpentine, fributary-
rich river live in the forests and savannahs on either side of the Equator.
Animistic tendencies imbue and govern their worldview. In the perceptive
words of the essayist Denis Saurat, “A forest is a force greater than the
spirits inhabiting each tree. The tree spirits are good; the force invokes
fear.” Of the most famous, the Fang, Kota, Lega, Teke and Punu objects
radiate this supernatural power simultaneously inspiring relief and fright,
trouble and serenity. Bearers of an identity grounded in a lineage or
chiefdom and intermediaries between men and gods, they testify to the
link between art and religion. As it stood, important pieces for ritual were
entrusted to renowned sculptors with the skills to play with light, balance
lines, refine contours and, at times, add colour. In spite of the geographic
borders and variety of materials used, these works are united by secret
links and subtle connections. Imprinted with mystery and interior beauty,
the masks or "heart-shaped faces”, the figures of founding ancestors
anchored in tradition and the representations of the woman - the image
of fertility — take part in the life and beliefs of the various communities.

The exhibition curator, Francois Neyt, is an illustrious connoisseur of this
part of Africa, his birthplace and home for more than 20 years. Over 70
pieces from the musée du quai Branly’s collection provide stock for his



subject, which innovatively sheds light on a cross section of the peoples
of Central Africa. Professor Emeritus at the Catholic University of Louvain,
he has produced leading works on the subject, such as Luba aux sources
du Zaire [Luba at the Source of the Zaire] (1994) and La Redoutable
Statuaire songye d'Afrique Centrale [The Formidable Songye Statuary of
Central Africa] (2004). | would like to extend my thanks to him for both this
beautiful exhibition based on the knowledge he shares with incomparable
enthusiasm and for having marked this occasion with a unique inventory
of pieces drawn from the musée du quai Branly's collections.

The presentation of The Congo River, Central African Art exhibition in
China springs from the cooperation begun in 2010 between the musée du
quai Branly and the Shanghai Museum. The cooperation between these
two institutions thus fosters the circulation of works and contributes to the
dialogue between non-Western cultures through the unprecedented
presentation of Central African pieces in China. It is my pleasure that this
exhibition is to be presented at the Shanghai Museum.

Finally, | would like to extend my warmest thanks to the team at the
Shanghai Museum for their involvement in putting this project together
and for the high quality of their work.

Stéephane MARTIN
President of the musée du quai Branly
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