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DECORATED WITH TYPICAL CIRCLE AND DOT PATTERNS
DEEP LUSTROUS REDDISH PATINA

LATE GEOMETRIC STYLE CIRCA 1850 – 1940 
SIZE: 21.5CM HIGH, 5.5CM WIDE – 8½ INS HIGH, 2¼ INS WIDE

 
LITERATURE

THE LEGA LIVE IN THE FORESTS OF THE EASTERN REGION OF THE DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF THE CONGO. THEY HAVE
NO HEREDITARY CHIEFS, BUT ARE GOVERNED BY AN ASSOCIATION CALLED ‘BWAMI’ TO WHICH ALL MEN AND WOMEN
SEEK TO BELONG. MEMBERSHIP OF BWAMI IS ORGANISED INTO A HIERARCHICAL SERIES OF GRADES, ADMISSION TO
WHICH IS ACHIEVED BY PASSING THROUGH INITIATIONS. BWAMI FUNCTIONS BOTH AS THE POLITICAL STRUCTURE OF
LEGA SOCIETY AND AS AN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM THAT ADVOCATES AND UPHOLDS LEGA VALUES AND MORALS. EACH
GRADE HAS NUMEROUS OBJECTS ASSOCIATED WITH IT INCLUDING SPOONS, SMALL FIGURES AND MASKS MADE OF

WOOD, BONE OR IVORY.
THE SPOONS ARE HIGHLY STYLISED RENDITIONS OF THE HUMAN BODY AND ARE SAID TO BE SYMBOLIC OF WOMEN AND

SEX. THEY ARE CONSIDERED TREASURED HEIRLOOMS AND ARE OWNED BY BOTH THE HIGHEST INITIATES AND BY THOSE
OF THE LOWER GRADES OF BWAMI WHO ORGANISE TRADITIONAL CEREMONIAL INITIATION RITES. THE SPOONS ARE

DANCED WITH, CARRIED ON THE SHOULDER, CARESSED, USED AS IF THEY WERE CUTTING AND SCRAPING IMPLEMENTS
AND EVEN AS A KIND OF WEAPON. THEY ARE PLACED IN THE MOUTHS OF YOUNG MEN AT THE MOMENT OF THE

CIRCUMCISION OPERATION, AND SOMETIMES A RELATIVE MAY PLACE ONE IN THE MOUTH OF A FAMILY MEMBER ACCUSED
OF WITCHCRAFT OR SORCERY AND EXPOSED TO THE ORDEAL OF DRINKING POISON. THE SPOON THEN FUNCTIONS TO

PROHIBIT AN ORDEAL FROM TAKING PLACE. 
THESE SPOONS OF NATURALISTIC ABSTRACT FORM WERE OFTEN DISREGARDED IN THE PAST AS UTILITARIAN OBJECTS



AND THEREFORE NOT ‘ART’. HOWEVER, TODAY IT IS DIFFICULT TO NOT DIRECTLY CONNECT THESE ANTHROPOMORPHIC
FORMS WITH, FOR EXAMPLE, ALBERTO GIACOMETTI’S ‘SPOON WOMEN’ OF 1926 AND WHO MUST HAVE DRAWN

INSPIRATION FROM THESE SPOONS, AND WHOSE WORKS ARE NOW CONSIDERED ESTABLISHED MODERN ‘ART’.

 


