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Abstract: This study tries to make the reflections by Anna A. Hlaváčová published in Slovak 
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The author claims that wooden masks used in performances form a great part of the cultural 
identity of African people.The second part of this study presents an example of how the world 
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During my research journeys to Africa, I was impressed by the psychological sub-
tlety that African people displayed in everyday situations. One can encounter this at 
random. For example, when somebody drops something, the one near him says “par-
don” or “sorry” (depending on whether it is in Anglophone or Francophone Africa). 
In this situation, the one who says the word of apology takes the blame for what has 
happened to the other. The significance of such an action is to prevent a person from 
being angry with himself. The damaged thing is secondary. The bottom line is to let 
go of the pursuit of being perfect in everything and not to expect flawlessness from 
others. There is an element of play in this situation.

Let us take another example. In a situation when somebody becomes ill, it is not 
considered to be his fault. On the contrary, others will pay him a visit to ask for his 
forgiveness for the fact that they did not like or care enough about him, which was the 
reason why he became ill. If the ill person has any disputes or enemies, his relatives 
might tell them about his illness and ask them to reconcile with him; they believe that 
the cause of the illness is the unresolved conflict.

Although traditional African communities look for culprits on a daily basis, there 
are moments when they do not waste time or effort investigating who is to blame or 
who is right because life is at stake, and lives are interlinked in human society. Be-
sides goodwill, there is also a need for playfulness or ludicity. 

Ludic behaviour is a sign of psychological flexibility, and since flexibility means 
having the ability to distance oneself from a problem, I consider it a sign of human 
maturity. In Western Africa I encountered the playfulness which is examined in Jo-
han Huizinga’s book Homo ludens, where the author attempts to define man on the 
basis of playfulness and records its displays and gradual disappearance from Euro-
pean civilisation.
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The ludic principle is manifested not only in similar easily describable situations 
but also in complex phenomena such as masquerade performances that function as 
a reservoir of cultural identity in many African communities. I presume that a Euro-
pean who has not come into contact with it cannot imagine its scope.

Not even an African can possibly comprehend the entire phenomenon of mas-
querade performances even if he has been exposed to it all his life. However, based 
on how he perceives contact with masquerade within his ethnic group, he acquires 
a certain idea of the culture of neighbouring communities. On this basis, an Afri-
can intellectual is able to identify universals in the cultural expressions of various 
African ethnicities. This fact is important because tribalism, or the emphasis on the 
exceptionality of one’s own ethnic group, lacks the ability to see things in a wider 
context.

Tribalists, people whose spiritual world is imprisoned within the boundaries of 
their ethnicity, say, “We are different. We do not share the same gods. Our masks 
are different.” Such thinking is often just a step away from bloody armed conflict. 
Such conflicts may emerge upon the occurrence of any problem, and since Africa has 
many problems, they emerge frequently. An objective problem may be, and often 
is, the presence of oil. It causes environmental devastation and a violent change in 
people’s lives in the territory where drilling has begun as well as an unfair division 
of profits from oil exploitation. However, these complex causes are easily translated 
into ethnic and religious terms in the African environment. They stir up memories of 
past injustices which ethnic groups inflicted on each other in the times of the slave 
trade, and the actual conflict is not resolved. Unfortunately, this chaos often suits oil 
companies and their economic interests because they have nothing to do with it and 
are left out of it.

In this context the African intellectual – and also the foreign anthropologist thanks 
to his distance from the studied culture – says, “[The god] Shango of the Yoruba eth-
nic group is the same as Amadioha of the Igbo people, and both of them resemble the 
Greeks’ Zeus, the Romans’ Jupiter and the Slavs’ Perun. When it comes to the ques-
tion of why a dancer with an Egbelegbe mask of the Ijaw group never comes to dance 
alone but always comes with another dancer, he responds that some ethnic groups 
decided to personify in their representation of such a dreaded natural phenomenon 
as a tempest both thunder and lightning.”

Cultural universalia exist. However, for a majority of people they remain shroud-
ed in cultural prejudice. The abovementioned example illustrates that a significant 
natural phenomenon such as a tempest invokes a reaction in all human communi-
ties. Through culture, man answers nature, honours it with performances and shows 
respect while trying to allocate space for lightning and separate it from human settle-
ments.

Learning about such cultural universals (archetypes, or invariants) is a movement 
towards the truth, and highlighting them brings peace to African communities. It 
also includes a certain beauty which in connection with masquerade performances is 
experienced in Europe almost exclusively through African sculptural art. The sculp-
tural conceptualisation of meanings which must be sought in the sphere of phenom-
ena and ideas appeals to us with the uniqueness of particular artistic realisations. 
Its variability can be perceived as enriching and revitalising the archetype. It could 
not be like this if it was not revitalising some of the cultural universalia. Through 
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beauty we are able to connect with something remote and cross cultural borders, and 
this connection leaves a moving impression on us. Nothing contradicts the culture of 
playfulness more than a blasé approach which is often connected with the illusion 
that we are knowledgeable.

However, the fact that many occult sculptures in Africa were made with the inten-
tion to hurt cannot be overlooked either. The negativity of the intent – for which the 
author of the wooden part of the statue does not always bear responsibility – can be 
easily identified in the deliberate disfigurement of the face and the body of the figure. 
I will not deal with the question of the efficiency of the materialised harmful intent – 
i.e. whether the object and the ritual that the object is a part of really cause harm. The 
occult phenomenon has nothing to do with the playfulness that I am interested in 
while it lacks the dimension of freedom, improvisation and creativity. 

I cannot surrender the premises of good faith, search for the truth and desire for 
beauty. I believe that, in this matter, the same rules must be applied to African culture 
as to our source culture. In our homes we do not keep bones from graveyards or the 
corporal remains of saints like those that are worshipped in Catholic sanctuaries, and 
therefore it would be quite natural for collectors to divert their interest from objects 
containing human bones.

“Negative items” are generally distinguished by a straightforward suggestive 
perversion, and that is why we can apprehend them instantaneously and effortlessly 
and we do not have to get accustomed to them or discover them. They stun us with 
their immediate effect and at first overshadow everything subtler in their instant vi-
cinity. If we put two such objects next to each other, we would see how boringly 
similar they are. 

Nevertheless, if I took an interest in a wooden sculpture with nails hammered 
into it and wanted to include it in my private collection, the first thing I would do 
is “cure” it. I would take the nails out and state only in the description of the mask 
what damage has been done to it. But I am not a collector and my provoking example 
has no other aim than to point out the often contentious “orthodoxy” of collectors of 
African art.

I would absolutely do that even though I have to admit that the inclusion of “nega-
tive items” in public collections sometimes helps prevent fostering the idealised view 
of African culture and the myth of the “noble savage”. If properly installed (separated 
from the other objects in the exhibition), “negative items” can contribute to a realistic 
view of life and culture of traditional African societies, which – like every human 
society – face an on-going struggle between good and evil.

But let us return from the topic of sculpture to the masquerade performances 
where woodcarving constitutes only one of many parts. In Europe a reductionist ap-
proach is often applied to the mask, which means that the mask is perceived only as 
an autonomous object of art and the complex phenomenon of masquerade perfor-
mances is reduced to what is transportable, materially stable and what more or less 
fits the Western aesthetic concepts. However, the mask is only one central element 
of the phenomenon, which can be proven through the analysis of its components on 
one hand and through the analysis of masquerade performances on the other. It is not 
only the mask that can be identified as the central element of more complex cultural 
phenomena; other African facial and figurative wooden sculptures whose common 
denominator is the ludic principle can be identified in the same way.
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Masquerades are a certain kind of sacral architecture – they fulfil the roles of tem-
ples, libraries, infirmaries and art galleries. In addition to these grand functions, the 
objective of masquerade societies is to deliver verdicts and execute sentences. The 
power of masquerade societies results from the recognition, or at least the belief, that 
they have the supreme ability to distinguish between good and evil in one’s own tra-
ditional ethnic community. This power, however, also involves the danger of abuse 
– something which is all the greater when individual ethnic groups are not intercon-
nected through a sacred text to which they could refer even though the validity of 
their knowledge is limited by the particular environment. However, it can be said 
that their “sacred texts” are situated in nature and reading such a meaty text is not 
easy.

In traditional West African religions, spirits embody natural forces, and man con-
trols (or rather tries to control) spirits through masks. Through a sculpture, a product 
of human hands, man is trying to materialise, capture and take control of a natural 
phenomenon which transcends him and many times even reaches cosmic dimen-
sions.

This belief creates artwork. The form of a sculpture is then an answer to the form-
less. The importance of sculpting in traditional African societies is also attested to by 
various idioms. Kalabari people will ask a fidgety person who makes other people 
around him nervous, “Are you a spirit without sculpture?” (a phrase which has also 
transferred from the Ijaw language into English).

The people involved in masquerade look through the medium of the mask for 
a fixed point from which they could act. All the facial and figurative sculptures have 
a common goal – to control the spirit. But while the mission of idols is to keep the 
spirit in the sculpture, the mission of masks is to move it and thus direct its move-
ment in the performance. Another folk saying related to this says: “If the masquerade 
will misbehave, we will tell him the name of the wood from which it was carved.” 
This practically means that if the spirit who has “entered the woodwork” and can be 
seen in the actions and movements of the person wearing the mask is behaving un-
controllably, the community will abandon the mask. This shows that the masquerade 
performance takes place within a restricted space and that a mask is not a fetish that 
is boundlessly worshipped.

So what really is a mask? A mask is an instrument of communication with the 
world of spirits, a palpable object through which a society can touch another world. 
Through the mask, society may seek contact with invisible forces and, when faced 
with the reality of the spiritual world, society can proceed operatively and even act 
through the mask. The ability of the mask to be this kind of medium is derived from 
wood – the basic material from which it is made. The wood connects the mask with 
the archetype of a tree, which is the basic mediator between heaven and earth.

The actions of the masked performer are connected with a specific masquerade 
performance and have to follow certain rules, which, however, admit a certain extent 
of improvisation. On European soil, where the phenomenon of masquerade is often 
reduced to wooden sculptures, it is useful to point out that a specific mask requires 
a specific costume and props, dancing and mimetic elements and even a procession 
of smaller masks or men from masquerade societies. All of this is tied to a certain time 
and space.

For the African people, a mask that has not been entered by an invisible force is 
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only a piece of wood. This applies to all carvings, not only new ones. Even an object 
that has already been inhabited by a spirit can become a piece of wood – which can 
also be observed in the quoted saying, that is an expression of the free attitude of the 
African people towards masquerade. 

In the phenomenon of masquerade, which combine visual art with theatre, the 
visual dimension may sometimes be significantly or completely suppressed. This ap-
plies to performances where the night itself is the mask. The reduction of a visual per-
ception in favour of an acoustic one is even more appealing to the imagination of the 
audience. But the night also covers the masks that execute judgements and verdicts.

African masks and their performances can be ancestral and then we are talking 
about the heads of ancestors. Masks can also be environmental – materialising an el-
ement that is pre-ancestral. Whether they come from the virtuality of darkness or 
water, they always represent a creative effort to achieve harmony with the surround-
ings. Through masquerade, a society is trying to go beyond the boundaries of time 
and space. The role of artists and ritual specialists is to support this effort, but this 
activity cannot be executed by them alone. There is a need for active participation of 
adults from the community who live off farming, hunting or fishing. As a result, the 
cultural existence of traditional African communities is permeated by the phenomena 
of sculpture and masquerade.

By means of disguise, nature is anthropomorphised, as was mentioned in the ex-
ample with the tempest, and communication is established between the living and 
the dead. In traditional African societies, an individual sees himself as a part of fam-
ily tree between his ancestors and descendants. The role of an adult in this position 
is to ensure the circulation of the sap of the family tree: the relationship between the 
descendants and the ancestors.

Throughout history, each traditional society has always consisted of generations 
– children, adolescents, adults in productive age and the elderly. This vertical line of 
living continues with the spirits of ancestors and gods. At some point the line bends 
and turns into a reincarnation arc. The belief in reincarnation is connected with an 
intense experience of the cyclical dimension of the passage of time.

Each traditional society is also horizontally divided, and the adult population is 
polarized into male and female groups. After initiation into adulthood, women keep 
their birth secrets and men keep the secrets of hunting, which ensures the survival 
of the lineage. Masquerade performances are often closely related to hunting, fishing 
and even farming.

Even the ludic aspect can be polarised. In this case, men play masquerade with 
the theme of fishing/ hunting, and women play with their children; if they have lost 
them, they play with puppets, or more precisely with the sculptures of prematurely 
dead children. However, women more often tend to be the audience of masquerade 
performances, where men are the actors.

The initiation into the enigma of the connection between man and woman is ex-
ecuted through a symbolic act at the level of cosmic analogy, in which the woman 
represents earth. In cultures with masquerade performances, masquerade societies 
also play a role in the initiation into adulthood.

The very principle of initiation into adulthood has some psychosocial benefits. 
The sex of a newborn is just a presumption for an individual to become a man or 
a woman. As it is not only a biological process, the whole community is responsible 
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for its proper progress. Upon entering adulthood, boys and girls stop playing games 
together and both groups are trained in what they will need at the productive and re-
productive ages of their lives. The behaviour of men and women at the age of physi-
ological maturity and the obvious mutual attraction of the sexes is defined by strict 
rules.

However – and we can speak about all of Africa again – it is not the productive age 
that is considered the pinnacle of life, as it is in our culture, but old age. A man in old 
age is not accompanied by fear or a sense of futility, and leaving the productive stage 
of life is in a sense a release from the strict norms of behaviour. Old men and women 
acquire the initial universal human qualities that they had in childhood. Every day 
they are closer to their ancestors, and because of this they only gain in status in the 
community.

In a majority of traditional African societies, a funeral is the central ritual of pas-
sage: death breaks the equilibrium and the task of the funeral is to set a new border 
between the world of the living and the dead. A dead man does not leave for a void; 
he is accompanied by masks, and his ancestors are already waiting for him “there”. 
Thus, by ageing a man gets closer to his ancestors. This is why ageing in Africa means 
becoming a human being as such – in this view, old age is rightly called the “blessed 
age”. After all, according to traditional African religions, in order for children to be 
born there is a need not only for the approval of the gods but also a need for the will-
ingness of friendly spirits and dead ancestors to reincarnate. It is believed that with-
out all this it is not possible to conceive a child or give birth normally and naturally. 
What person would want to be born into a family where they behave badly towards 
old people? What would he have out of life?

The perception of death and life in their transcendence is typical for traditional 
African communities. Taking life as it is in all its stages (in youth and productive age) 
as well as situating the key point of life in the moment of death when a person fully 
meets the transcendent is still present in today’s – albeit largely Christianised – sub-
Saharan Africa. In an eternal equinox it feels as if every day was All Souls’ Day, not 
just when the days are shortening as in our latitude. However, in Africa the touch 
with the world of the ancestors is performed with a childlike yet serious playfulness.

Symbiosis with the environment and with the past – as well as with nature and 
one’s ancestors – within which a man becomes accustomed to his very transience 
(and immortality!), coexists in traditional African societies with the ability to enjoy 
the present moment experienced in one’s own body. This attitude is expressed by 
dances and masquerade performances, and we can also come into contact with it 
through African sculptural art.
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THE ORIGINAL AND THE OBJECTIVE IN AN AFRICAN SCULPTURE

This reflection deals with what can be inferred from the sculptural aspect of mas-
querade – of course, if the issue is significantly narrowed. Such reduction can be 
partly balanced out by situating the African phenomenon in the general context of 
the phenomenon.

In Europe it is supposed that a mask which depicts a face and has openings for the 
eyes is naturally worn on the face. There is a certain logic to this: from the structure 
of the mask we can infer the manner of its use. However, this is not always the case. 
Since we can hardly read anything different from a sculpture, we are subject to illu-
sion. Creating an illusion is the main objective of masquerade performers.

The discrepancy between the shape of the mask and the way it is used in relation 
to the face is deliberately confusing. However, in its culture of origin the mask has 
functions which are much more complex than a glove or a shoe. Why should it neces-
sarily copy a human face even by how it is worn?

In the interior of Nigeria (the inland population of the Igbo ethnic group) masks 
originate in the forest: they are massive and frequently tall sculptures. These masks 
do not always have to have an anthropomorphic character. But even if they have 
anthropomorphic features, they are not worn attached to the face of an actor but 
rather on the top of his head. The mask can be oriented in the same direction as the 
actor’s face and does not have to distinguish horizontal directions. The actor’s face is 
covered with fabric in such a way so that he is able to see while his identity remains 
hidden.

On the Atlantic coast of Nigeria (the ethnic groups of the Niger Delta) masks origi-
nate in water: they are put on the top of the head so that they face the sky. While the 
mask from the inland area prolongs and even verticalises the figure of an actor, the 
coastal mask is “verticalised” by its orientation towards the sky.

While the Noh-theatre mask is concerned with the I – everything relationship, 
people from Black Africa do not shorten or abstract this relationship so radically; 
in the spirit of their ideas about the universe, they search for intermediaries. They 
look for a more specific relationship with transcendence through their ancestors. As 
a consequence, they create a mask that is adjusted to the figure of an actor. A differ-
ent attitude of man towards himself is also expressed in African art. An African artist 
does not adopt extreme standpoints concerning the originality of the vision or the 
objectivity of the viewed.

European discourse mistakenly attributes its own aspirations to African art and its 
creators. A similar error appeared in the history of European art: not implementing 
perspective in paintings was considered in later centuries to be a sign of inaptness, 
although this is to a large extent a conscious decision. Man has spatial perception, but 
he may want to express something where the application of laws of optics is second-
ary or even obstructive. Similar prejudices that were raised against the Gothic art can 
be encountered in connection with masquerade performances and African sculpture.

It can be understood from the above-mentioned example that a comparison of 
cultures did not take place between European and African art, but between Euro-
pean academism and a more or less random selected sample of traditional African 
woodcarving. This situation reflects the fact that European discourse about African 
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art has a relatively short duration in comparison with the history of art. From a meth-
odological point of view, the re-evaluation of the Gothic style could be inspiring even 
for our view of African art as demonstrated by William Rubin in the introduction to 
his comprehensive monograph which focuses on the relationship of non-European 
art towards modernism.

Academism is an aesthetics which has its origins in the Age of Enlightenment 
just like the ideal of “the noble savage”. Therefore, it is puzzling that the Enlighten-
ment ideal of the “noble savage” is accompanied by disrespect towards the artistic 
creations of this idealised being. An obvious contradiction inside of Enlightenment 
ideology is also a subject that needs to be dealt with. However, this is not the aim of 
my work – as I consider my statement to be already a sufficient background to the 
analysis of specific artefacts.

The following analysis is related to masks acquired by purchase. An African anti-
quarian in Port Harcourt was able to tell where the masks came from. While he pre-
sented incomplete information, this was still more detailed than that available about 
African masks in the world’s museums.

A woman’s face with a figure sitting on the top of the head

This mask from the town of Ahoada in Nigeria 
is worn on the top of the head and is laid on the 
head of a standing person in a horizontal way. At 
the same time, the head of the person is covered 
by fabric. There are no binding rules for fastening 
the mask; the only criterion is stability.

For the purpose of analysis we put the mask 
into a vertical position, which would be done by 
everyone who does not know how it should be 
worn during performances. The only time when 
the mask gets into the vertical position within the 
masquerade is when the wearer bends. In these 
short moments, the actor with the mask renews 
contact with the audience.

The sculpture is carved from one piece of wood 
and has two parts: the bigger one (at the bottom) is 
in the form of a face with openings for eyes, which 
do not serve as eyeholes with this type of mask. 
The second (upper) part represents a sitting arm-
less figure and is located above the face part of the 
sculpture. These two parts of the mask are carved 
in a different way. The possibility that the mask 
was created by two different woodcarvers can be 
excluded because dissimilarity of the parts is typi-
cal for this type of mask.

The face is delicately carved. The woodcar-
ver approached it from an aesthetic perspective, 
which is mostly seen in the stylisation of the hair. 

A woman’s face with a figure sitting on 
the top of the head.
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Judging by the portrayal of the face, the woodcarver was surely capable of also elabo-
rating the sitting figure. In terms of his carving and artistic skills, he would have been 
able to do this; moreover, his work would have been formally more unified. Despite 
this ability, he did not do so. In the figure part he decided to follow an older pattern. 
We are speaking about a different kind of stylisation where the archaistic sitting fig-
ure resembles the statues of the ancestors.

The facial part of the sculpture has almost real dimensions and its purpose is to 
achieve the illusion that it is a “face” and that it should be attached to the face of the 
actor. The figural part has a different purpose. This confrontation of two parts in one 
sculpture is evidence that two worlds meet in the sculpture. There is a certain ten-
sion that results from two different principles of stylisation in one sculpture and it 
evidently conceptualises the relationship between the present and the past.

In this context we should consider the choice of the woodcarver as an intentional 
decision. His aim was not to show what he was capable of. After all, he had shown 
his skills in the lower part of the sculpture and that was enough. However, maybe 
more he appreciates his skill to adopt a different style through which the figure looks 
“ancient” in comparison with the face which he carved.

Paired masks of the Ogoni ethnic group

The paired masks of the Ogoni ethnic group are convex, smaller than an adult hu-
man head and have a movable jaw. The perforated edge of the oval suggests that the 
fabric which hides the face of the actor is stitched to it. These characteristics indicate 
the way it is worn – on the top of the head, thus prolonging it.

In June 2003 items like these crowded the Muslim-owned antique shop in Port 
Harcourt. This might have been proof that Ogoni people from the Niger Delta (the 
only one in the area not belonging to the Ijaw ethnic group: Ogoni were Christianised 
later on and consequently held on to traditions longer than surrounding groups) was 
going through changes, and this is why it was suddenly disposing of sculptures used 
in performances connected with the initiation into adulthood. I was surprised that 
there were no pigmented masks and that the quality of them was not comparable to 
the one I had found there eight years earlier.

This experience confirmed that “my” masks with movable jaws formed a pair and 
were made by the same woodcarver. The number of similar pairs of masks was the 
evidence that I had managed to obtain works by an exceptional woodcarver. 

The most interesting thing in this confrontation is – and this is the reason why 
I am writing about it – the finding that the white pigmentation of a woman’s mask is 
not a general rule as I had thought. Every pair of this type of mask is differentiated 
into a man and a woman by physiognomy, mainly by the hairstyle. There are no 
exceptions. In just one example – in the masks from my collection – is the difference 
also highlighted by pigmentation: a black colour for the man and a white colour for 
the woman. 

The different colours of the faces most probably express the dichotomy of the 
masculine and feminine and not a racial difference. The symbolic usage of colour is 
an objective differentiation although it is not based on a mechanical or descriptive in-
terpretation of visual perception. What a masterly attitude of the woodcarver within 
tradition!
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In European artistic discourse, African art was until recently characterised as 
a “fail in realistic”, which means that stylisation was attributed to the inability of 
achieving realism: a definition in which a realistic depiction and the systematic ap-
plication of optics is the only imaginable aspiration and there are no higher purposes 
in art! In the quoted definition (criticised already by W. Rubin) it seems that the de-
scribed process of the abstraction of reality could not be intentional.

Even a brief glance at the phenomenon of African sculpture reveals that there are 
exceptional artists among woodcarvers who are heading towards a unique concep-
tualisation of what is seen and known. The typical method for African sculptor is 
direct carving: in other words, a realisation of a sculpture without a drawing phase. 
Sculptural stylisation tries to capture the essence – a particular spirit – not necessarily 
by depicting it, but by creating a carving in which it would like to settle.

Both analysed examples are typical to a considerable extent. From them it can be 
inferred to what extent the African woodcarver is free in relation to his own unique-
ness and the character of the depicted. For sure, he is not going to become a victim of 
fulfilling any verbally postulated aesthetic principles.

The sculptor does not transcend his individual personal condition but leaves the 
masquerade performers to do so using his carving – in this phenomenon the carving 
is just the first step. The carver and the sculpture are part of a complex communica-
tion chain, on the other side of which there is an audience consisting of a human 
community and invisible forces. The African woodcarver understands originality 
and objectivity in the light of the values of his environment where he lives. That 
means differently.

Translated by Martina Hlavatá

Paired masks of the Ogoni ethnic group.
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