
AFRICAN KONGO PEOPLES CYLINDRICAL IVORY CARVING
AN UNUSUAL AFRICAN KONGO PEOPLES CYLINDRICAL IVORY CARVING OF A VEILED FIGURE OF THE

VIRGIN MARY WITH FOUR ATTENDANTS
MID 19TH CENTURY

SIZE: 9CM HIGH, 5.5CM WIDE, 5CM DEEP – 3½ INS HIGH, 2¼ INS WIDE, 5CM DEEP

 
LITERATURE

IN THE TRADITION OF AFRO-PORTUGUESE IVORIES OF THE 16TH AND 17TH CENTURIES THIS IVORY PORTRAYS A FUSION
OF AFRICAN AND EUROPEAN ELEMENTS. AFTER THE CONVERSION TO CHRISTIANITY OF KING ALFONSO I OF THE KONGO

IN 1512 IMAGES OF THE CRUCIFIX, THE VIRGIN MARY AND ST ANTHONY WERE CREATED IN BRONZE AND IVORY BY
KONGOLESE ARTISTS AFTER PORTUGUESE ORIGINALS. THUS THE PROCESS OF CONVERSION WAS VISUALLY

REINFORCED BY THE WIDESPREAD USE OF THESE RELIGIOUS IMAGES. IN TIME THE KONGO PEOPLES RETURNED TO
THEIR ORIGINAL RELIGION AND THE IMAGES LOST THEIR CHRISTIAN MEANING. THE MOST DRAMATIC SYMBOLS OF THE

CRUCIFIX, CHRIST AND THE VIRGIN MARY, ORIGINALLY MADE SO POPULAR BY THE TEACHINGS OF THE CAPUCHIN
PRIESTS, BECAME INTEGRATED INTO AFRICAN TRADITION AS EMBLEMS OF POWER OR AS INSTRUMENTS OF KONGO

RELIGIOUS RITUAL AND REMAINED IN USE INTO THE 20TH CENTURY.
THIS IVORY CARVING IS AN EXAMPLE OF HOW CHRISTIAN SYMBOLS HAVE BECOME INTERMINGLED WITH AFRICAN ONES. IN

THE KONGO THE GESTURE OF THE RIGHT HAND TO THE SHOULDER IS A SIGN OF RESPECT OR DEFERENCE TO A
SUPERIOR. THE FOUR FIGURES MOST PROBABLY REPRESENT ATTENDANT SAINTS PROTECTING WITH A VEIL THE FIGURE
OF THE VIRGIN MARY, SYMBOLIC OF HER ROLE AS MEDIATOR BETWEEN MAN AND THE DIVINE. THE PRESENCE OF THESE

MOTIFS SUGGESTS THAT THIS IVORY HAD A LITURGICAL USE OR WAS MADE FOR USE IN A SHRINE CONTEXT.

 


