MATTERS

Land as Material and Metaphor
in the Arts of Africa




Look down at your feet. Ever wondered what you’re standing
on? Or what the earth is made of? Lend your imagination

to this exploration of how Africa’s artists and communities

have used the land and its resources as inspiration.

To begin...
Geologists estimate the earth is more than 4.5 billion

years old and has gone through many changes during
that time.

This guide to Earth Matters: Land as Material and Metaphor in the
Arts of Africa has been supported through Smithsonian Institution
funds from the Consortium for Valuing World Cultures and the Consortium

for Understanding the American Experience.

The National Museum of African Art partnered with curators, educators and
scientists at the Smithsonian’s National Air and Space Museum, National
Museum of American History, National Museum of Natural History, the
Smithsonian Conservation and Biodiversity Institute, the Smithsonian
Environmental Research Center, the Smithsonian Gardens, the Smithsonian
Global Earth Observatory, NASA, US Botanic Garden, Us Department of

Agriculture, MDA Information Systems, and the Environmental Film Festival
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Let’s start looking and unearth some new ideas!
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Material Earth

What does the word earth mean to you?
Clay? Sand? Grass? How about salt?

The earth’s surface—it’s rocky crust—is
largely made of oxygen, silicon, aluminum,

and iron.
A

The earth, its minerals and natural materials,

can contain many colors.
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Visit the National Museum
of Natural History’s exhibition

The Mud Masons of Mali to learn
more about hand building struct-
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A still life is an arrangement of everyday

objects, such as fruit or flowers, used as
subjects in drawings, paintings, and
Think about how the artist collected and
used the plants in this image to symbolize

South Africa’s history.

photographs.
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Po wer o f th € Ea rth Look carefully to find

A sculpture is a three-dimensional (height + length + these materials
depth) work made by carving, modeling, or welding hard

materials like wood, metal, stone, pottery, bone, and ivory

into works of art. elephant
African artists often add hair
. feathers
mixtures of plants and
medicinal material to their
sculptures over time. Soil
taken from places such as a glass
: , :
village’s first establishment beads animal

or site, an ancestor’s grave, fur
or from an anthill located at
the center of an important

field are charged with his-

tory, stories, and memories.
Artists use them to commu-
nicate ideas about strength

and energy.

Do you have a prized posses-
sion that reminds you of a
powerful story? Share your
story with your group.

ILIEIET

PUNU ARTIST, GABON

RELIQUARY ENSEMBLE: FEMALE
HALF-FIGURE

19TH CENTURY

WOOD, KAOLIN PIGMENTS, HIDE, VEGE-
TABLE FIBER, RELICS, ORGANIC MATTER
MUSEE DU QUAI BRANLY, PARIS, FRANCE,
71.1943.0.433

Which words

describe these ABOVE

TEKE ARTIST, REPUBLIC OF THE CONGO
BUTI OR NKIBA (HEALING FIGURE)
Carin MID-20TH CENTURY
g . WOOD, PIGMENT, CLOTH, ENCRUSTATION,
ate mysterlous ELEPHANT HAIR
NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN ART,
BEQUEST OF ELIOT ELISOFON, 73-7-399

works to you?

priv

peaceful healing beautify]



Imagining the
Underground

Creatures that can move, tunnel, hibernate, and live both
underground and on the earth’s surface are symbols of
transformation and extraordinary ability.

What have you found while
digging in the ground or
at the beach? Share it with

your group.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP

EDO ARTIST, BENIN KINGDOM
COURT STYLE, NIGERIA

PLAQUE

MID-16TH TO 17TH CENTURY
COPPER ALLOY

FIELD MUSEUM, CHICAGO, #8259

Can you find . ..

BAMUM ARTIST, GRASSFIELDS
REGION, CAMEROON Snake
HELMET MASK
MID-20TH CENTURY
.

WOOD a&_lsh

u Sp;
NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN ART, m pld
GIFT OF WARREN M. ROBBINS, 76-57-1 e-l'
OUATCHI ARTIST, TOGO
FIGURATIVE POT
EARLY 20TH CENTURY
TERRACOTTA Did you notice that the National Museum
AFRIKA MUSEUM, BERG EN DAL,

THE NETHERLANDS, 599-4 of African Art is 96% underground?



Alandscape is a scenic view
depicting natural features like the sky,

mountains, trees, deserts, and rivers.

palm
tree

river sand

Postcards make landscapes easy to carry or mail to family
and friends. Like photographs, they remind us of places we

have visited and help us hold onto memories.

Imagine taking a walk

through this landscape.
quiet 912 frigy
tenln
w o relaxed
orried Jonely

Imagine a place you would like to visit.

Describe it to your group.




ABOVE
POSTCARDS OF EGYPT
C. 1925

LEFT TO RIGHT
GENERAL VIEW OF THE PYRAMIDS, CAIRO
EEPA 2001-001-4076

THE PYRAMIDS AT GHIZEH
EEPA 2001-001-4226

THE PASSENGER IN THE DESERT
EEPA 2001-001-1887

STEPHEN GRANT POSTCARD COLLECTION

ELIOT ELISOFON PHOTOGRAPHIC ARCHIVES,

NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN ART

OPPOSITE

IBA N’DIAYE

1928-2008, SENEGAL

SAHEL

2001

OIL ON CANVAS

COURTESY MADAME FATOUMATA SOW DIOP
COLLECTION, DAKAR, SENEGAL

ABOVE RIGHT
MBUTI ARTIS

This Mbuti bark cloth is reported to be a map of life in the

forest. The drawings represent landmarks such as water-

ways, forest clearings, hunting areas, and camp.

Maps can contain easily recognizable landmarks that we
use for giving directions or can help guide us to and

through unfamiliar places.




Environmental
Action

An abstract work of art can use the

elements of form, texture, color, and line to
create a composition that doesn’t look like
what it represents in the natural world.

towering
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rough
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OPPOSITE

EL ANATSUI

B. 1944, GHANA

EROSION

1992

WOOD, PAINT, WOOD CHIPS, SAWDUST
NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN ART,
MUSEUM PURCHASE, 96-36-1

ABOVE

JERRY BUHARI

B. 1959, NIGERIA

FALL AND SPILL HISTORY Choose the work you
2005

ACRYLIC ON CANVAS, LEAVES liked best in the exhibition.
COLLECTION OF LINDA . .

SALINA, KANSAS Explain your choice to your group.




Visit the Smithsonian Environmental
Research Center at www.serc.si.edu for
information about nature and ecology
programs, and a tree-banding project
with students in Gabon.
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Did you miss
something
in the
exhibition?

Smithsonian
make your mark! National Museum of African Art

africa.si.edu
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