
 

 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

The African Art Collection at the Martin Museum of Art, 

Baylor University 

Megan Lotzenhiser Ramey, M.A. 

Advisor:  Julie L. Holcomb, Ph.D. 

The objective of this project is to add to the Martin 

Museum’s knowledge of its African Art Collection, improve 

its condition, and make it more accessible to the public.  

Little has been formally recorded about most of the eighty 

objects.  Even the accuracy of what is known can be 

questioned.  Many of the objects were purchased from the 

back of a station wagon in the 1980s: problems resulting 

from this will be examined.  Improved care of the African 

Art collection will be achieved through cleaning, storage, 

and updated records.  The outcome of the project will 

provide the Martin Museum of Art with more information on 

their collection, making the collection a valuable 

educational resource. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Introduction  

 

 

 The Martin Museum of Art was established in December 

1968 by Baylor University and was initially housed in the 

Carroll Science Building.  The original museum space 

consisted of two galleries, the McArdle and Kinzinger 

Galleries, a wall gallery for prints, display cabinets, and 

two storage vaults.  Dr. J.B. Smith, then chairman of the 

Art Department and director of the museum, had been 

planning the museum for several years and collecting art 

for the museum prior to its creation.  As of its opening, 

the museum owned 150 prints; a few paintings; a group of 

fetishes, masks, and shields from New Guinea; Japanese 

woodblocks; and some African sculptures.  According to Dr. 

Smith, the purpose of the Martin Museum was to make 

original works of art available to students, Waco, and the 

Central Texas community; to preserve and bring culture to 

Baylor’s campus; and to further his belief that the “future 

of museums in America may well lie in university museums, 

not independent ones.”
1
   

                                                           
1 “Baylor Art Museum Creates Oasis in Desert,” The Baylor Lariat, 

9 February 1968. 
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 Baylor University broke ground for its 100,000-square-

foot Hooper-Schaefer Fine Arts Center on 19 July 1979 which 

would include space for the new home of the Martin Museum 

of Art.
2
  After Dr. Smith’s retirement from the fine arts 

department, Dr. Harold Simmons was the chairman of the 

Department of Art from 1978-1985.  Prior to 2005, the role 

of museum director was held by a faculty member from the 

Department of Art.  The Martin did not have a full-time 

staff member until Karin Gilliam was hired in 2005 to serve 

as the Director; a few years later a collections assistant 

was hired.  By having faculty members take on the museum 

duties in addition to their faculty responsibilities, it 

was not always possible to provide the recommended level of 

care for the African collection.  The lack of a permanent, 

dedicated staff for several decades helps account for how 

the gaps in the African collection records came to exist. 

The Martin Museum of Art’s current mission is to 

provide “exhibitions of fine art to the students, faculty 

and staff of Baylor University and to the Waco and Central 

Texas Communities,” continuing Dr. Smith’s original goals 

for the museum.  The exhibits are designed to supplement 

the  

                                                           
2 “Baylor to Break Ground on Fine Arts Center,” Tribune-Herald, 19 

July 1979. 
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courses of art history, art appreciation and studio 

art taught within the Department of Art but are free 

and available to the general public as well.  The 

Martin exhibits its permanent collection as well as 

any other collection that will further the mission.  

As a university museum, the Martin will act as a 

laboratory for students in the art history and museum 

studies departments as well as be a resource for any 

other faculty, students, or scholars who utilize art 

in their work.
3
  

  

One of the important collections at the Martin Museum is 

its African art collection.  The African collection 

provides faculty, students, and visitors with a unique 

opportunity to view African art in person.  Other than the 

Martin, the closest museum with a permanent African Art 

collection is the Dallas Museum of Art in Dallas, Texas, 

almost a two-hour drive from Baylor’s campus.   

The African Art collection is comprised of eighty 

objects including masks, fetishes, figures, and statuary.  

All objects originated from West Africa.  The majority of 

the objects were purchased from Mamade Sillah & Sons, Ltd. 

between 1978 and 1982.  An unknown quantity was later 

donated to the museum by Dr. Simmons who had purchased his 

collection from Mamade Sillah & Sons, Ltd. during the same 

period he was making purchases for the museum.  According 

to Dr. Simmons, he along with Dr. William Jensen and 

Professor John McClanahan, Chair of the Department of Art 

                                                           
3
 Martin Museum of Art, Collections Management Policy 1.1, 14 

January 2010. 
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from 1985 until his retirement in 2010, were all involved 

with the purchases made from Mamade Sillah & Sons, Ltd.  

They all believe that the entire African Collection was 

purchased from Mamade Sillah & Sons, Ltd.
4
 

The collection records, however, only document that 

forty-four objects were purchased from Mamade Sillah & Sons 

(ten in 1978, six in 1979, seventeen in 1980, three in 

1981, and thirteen in 1982).  Only one object is recorded 

as having been donated by Dr. Simmons.  According to Dr. 

Simmons, however, he “bought perhaps a dozen from the 

Sillahs for [himself] and left them there when [he] retired 

from the Department.”
5
  There are thirty-five objects that 

have unknown acquisition dates and sources.  It is most 

probable that of those thirty-five, at least a dozen of 

them were donated by Dr. Simmons.  He does not recall, 

however, any details about the donated objects, only that 

he donated what he owned at the time of his retirement.
6
  

The remaining objects are most likely from Dr. Smith’s 

purchases from 1963-1968.  Dr. Jensen remembers that one 

fifteen-inch tall female statue was donated by a 

                                                           
4 Dr. Harold Simmons, letter to author, April 2010., Dr. William 

Jensen, e-mail message to author, March 30, 2010., Professor John 

McClanahan, interview by author, April 9, 2010.  

 
5 Dr. Harold Simmons, letter to author, April 2010. 

 
6 Ibid. 
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missionary, but which one is unknown.
7
  Original hard copies 

of the records might not have been fully transcribed into 

the record-keeping software, or the editable text in the 

museum’s record keeping software could have been 

accidentally altered without a way to restore it, which 

would explain some of the gaps in the records. 

Undocumented objects are not uncommon in small museums 

that have only recently hired full-time, professional 

staff.  In this particular situation, the provenance of the 

collection proved to be more of a mystery than a problem.   

The goal of this project is to add to the Martin 

Museum of Art’s knowledge of its African Art Collection.  I 

began the project by making an inventory of the collection.
8
  

While completing the inventory, I discovered several of the 

objects had mold on them.  The entire collection was 

thoroughly cleaned with careful attention paid to those 

with mold.  After being cleaned, I built boxes for the 

majority of the collection with archival board provided by 

the Martin Museum.  Once the collection was cleaned and re-

housed, I began to research how it came to be at the Martin 

                                                           
7
 Dr. William Jensen, e-mail message to author, March 30, 2010. 

 
8 An inventory had been completed by the Martin Museum in prior 

years.  My inventory reconciled their inventory with the current status 

of the African Art collection.  For museum standards regarding 

inventories, see Rebecca A. Buck and Jean Allman Gilmore, editors. The 

New Museum Registration Methods (Washington, D.C.: American Association 

of Museums, 1998), 117-119. 
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Museum, which led to an interesting discovery of the 

practice of African art running.  The final component of 

the project involved researching individual objects of the 

collection and creating a presentation for the Martin 

Museum to link to from their website link with images of 

select objects and related text. 

This project is intended to encourage increased use of 

the Martin’s African Art collection by researching its 

provenance; presenting the information on the collection in 

an organized, easily accessible method; and making pictures 

of select objects of the collection, along with 

corresponding text, available through the Martin Museum of 

Art’s website as is consistent with its mission. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Solving the Mystery 

 

 My search for the provenance of the African Art 

collection began with the Martin Museum file on the African 

collection.  Initially it was suggested to me that the 

African collection had been donated by missionaries who had 

a connection to Baylor University; however, the file 

indicated different sources.
1
  In the file was a brochure of 

Mamade Sillah & Sons, Ltd.  The brochure provided a New 

York City address, information to prove their 

trustworthiness, and a list of “representatives” around the 

United States.  One representative was located in Dallas 

and two were in Houston.  I searched for any information on 

the Sillahs and their “representatives,” but found none.
2
 

Almost all museum collections have some objects that 

are either undocumented or considered to be Found-in-

Collections (F.I.C.).  Undocumented objects do not have a 

number, such as an accession or loan number, associated 

with them, and there is no information to connect them with 

                                                           
1 For an example of missionaries donating objects to Baylor 

University museums, see Anela Leon-Guerrero’s thesis, “Hidden Treasure 

of the Mayborn Museum Complex:  The Howard British India Collection,” 

2008. 

 
2 Sillah, Mamade Sillah & Sons Ltd. 
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the museum’s documentation.
3
  Found-in-Collection objects 

“are undocumented objects that remain without status after 

all attempts to reconcile them to existing records of 

permanent collection and loan objects fail.”
4
  For the 

African Art Collection to contain several objects that are 

considered undocumented or FIC is not uncommon.  One of the 

goals of this project was to locate and reconcile as much 

documentation with the objects as possible.   

 I began by researching the Sillah family from whom the 

majority of the African collection was purchased.  

According to the brochure, Mamade Sillah & Sons, Ltd. was 

established in 1948 in Liberia by Elhadge Mamadee Sillah 

when he sold a thirty-dollar ivory carving to a tourist for 

$100.  Sillah and his “associates” began selling African 

art to European and American tourists, missionaries, and 

businessmen.  Because it was difficult for Westerners to 

remember their African names, they called them Charlie 

No.1, Charlie No 2., et cetera.  Mr. Sillah was Charlie No. 

9.  Mr. Sillah traveled around Africa buying art and 

forming connections with tribal chiefs, kings, and 

government officials.  He received several jail sentences 

                                                           
3 Rebecca A. Buck and Jean Allman Gilmore, Collection Conundrums:  

Solving Collections Management Mysteries (Washigton, D.C., American 

Association of Museums, 2007), 37-38. 

 
4 Ibid., 38. 
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for buying objects that had been smuggled, was banned from 

returning to some tribes, and sued by tribal chiefs who 

wanted back important objects he had acquired.  He claims 

Richard Nixon and Nelson Rockefeller as two of his more 

notable clients, and he alleges to have sold art to actors, 

actresses, businesses, tourists, local collectors and 

dealers, lawyers, professors, and institutions.  Mr. Sillah 

maintained his home in Monrovia, Liberia, while his seven 

sons attended American colleges.  The brochure lists 

Elhadge Mamadee Sillah as the founder and mentions Mamadee 

Berety Sillah, Mamade Sillah, and Saku Sillah as being 

involved in the business.
5
 

 The brochure also provides tips on how to select 

African art and how it is priced.  Age and usage are the 

two primary factors used in placing a monetary value on 

each object.  Any African art object that is over fifty 

years old is considered by the Sillahs to be an antique 

because of the warm and humid African climate, insects and 

bugs, high amount of handling of objects, and the nature of 

wooden objects.  If an object was used in a ceremony or 

ritual, that raises the monetary value as well.  The 

                                                           
5 Ibid. 
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brochure states that the price of each object they sell is 

based on age, rarity, area of origin, and use.
6
 

 Finding any information about the Sillahs was a 

challenge.  The Martin Museum of Art’s records are 

incomplete and any mention of Mamade Sillah and Sons, Ltd. 

has not been found on the Internet, local art dealers do 

not recognize the name, and institutions that have well-

respected African art collections have never heard of them 

either.
7
 

After failing to find any information on the Sillahs 

or the “representatives” on the Internet, I contacted 

Debbie Leeuw, a Dallas art dealer, but she was not familiar 

with Sillah or his Dallas representative, Michele Herling.  

Ms. Leeuw did give me the name and contact information for 

Mr. Brian Roughton.  Mr. Roughton has been an art dealer in 

Dallas for over thirty-five years, and he had never heard 

of the Sillahs or Michele Herling.  

 As noted earlier, the brochure provided by the Sillahs 

about their business claims they sold African art objects 

to Mr. Rockefeller who was purchasing for the Primitive Art 

Museum in New York.  In 1976 the art at the Primitive Art 

                                                           
6 Ibid. 

 
7 Gaps in the records of museums are not uncommon.  As mentioned 

in Chapter 1, the Martin did not have a full-time staff member until 

2005. 
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Museum was transferred to The Metropolitan Museum of Art.  

I sent a letter to The Metropolitan Museum of Art inquiring 

whether their records indicated Nelson Rockefeller had 

indeed purchased art from the Sillahs and if they had any 

information about the Sillahs.  Yaelle Biro, Research 

Assistant for the Arts of Africa, responded to my letter.  

Yaelle Biro searched their database as well as their 

correspondence and acquisition files, but they did not have 

any records related to the Sillah family.  If Rockefeller 

had purchased art from the Sillahs, it did not end up at 

the Museum of Primitive Art.  Yaelle Biro suggested I 

contact the Rockefeller Family Archives.
8
 

  My inquiry to the Rockefeller Archive Center was 

handled by archivist Amy Fitch.  Ms. Fitch checked their 

extensive correspondence indices and portions of the 

documentation on Nelson Rockefeller’s art collection 

without finding any mention of the Sillahs.  Ms. Fitch then 

reviewed a large sampling of copies of the cataloging pages 

from the Museum of Primitive Art for the African art 

objects that Mr. Rockefeller either lent or donated.  

According to her, the majority of the catalogue pages list 

from where and whom Mr. Rockefeller acquired the objects, 

                                                           
8 Yaelle Biro, e-mail message to author, February 17, 2010.  
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but none of the pages she reviewed listed Sillah as the 

vendor.
9
   

 Nelson Rockefeller’s curators and personal staff were 

meticulous with their record keeping, so Ms. Fitch had 

expected to find a reference to Sillah in her searches if 

he had truly purchased art from the Sillah family.  Ms. 

Fitch’s final verdict was that while she “cannot 

unequivocally state that he never purchased anything 

through them, [she did] not find any documentation to 

support that he did.”
10
 

 So who were Mamade Sillah & Sons?  Janet L. Stanley, 

librarian for the National Museum of African Art, advised 

that it is most probable that the Sillahs were African art 

“runners,” a type of art dealer.
11
  According to Ms. 

Stanley, the runners would travel between West Africa and 

the United States occasionally opening a shop in the United 

States.  Some shops were temporary and could be based out 

of a hotel room, or more often, the runner would travel 

around the country selling African art to other dealers, 

                                                           
9 Amy Fitch, e-mail message to author, April 1, 2010. 

 
10 Ibid. 

 
11 Janet L. Stanley, e-mail message to author, February 17, 2010. 
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collectors, and/or museums.  Ms. Stanley believes that the 

Sillahs belonged to this tradition.
12
 

 I presented this information to two professors who 

still teach in the Department of Art and were present when 

the objects were purchased.  Dr. William Jensen recalled 

that an “African-American man in his late thirties whose 

English was somewhat broken” would stop at the Martin 

Museum along with his younger male assistant.  Dr. Harold 

Simmons was familiar with African art, and he “selected 

works which were representative of different regions and 

standard types.”
13
  The Baylor University administration 

paid for the African art, not the Department of Art.
14
 

 I was able to schedule a face-to-face appointment with 

Professor John McClanahan, Chair of the Department of Art 

(1985-2010).  He explained that Dr. Simmons had an 

appreciation for African art and believed the Martin Museum 

needed to own some objects.  As far as Professor McClanahan 

was aware, the dealer, who had connections in Africa, 

arrived at Baylor one day in a station wagon filled with 

art from Africa.  The art was packed in cardboard boxes and 

wrapped in blankets.  Professor McClanahan did not know why 

                                                           
12 Ibid. 

 
13 Dr. William Jensen, e-mail message to author, March 30, 2010. 

 
14 Ibid. 

 



14 
 

this man decided to stop at Baylor, but it was his 

understanding that the objects had been used in Africa and 

were the “real deal.”
15
  Dr. Simmons was so impressed with 

what he saw he contacted Provost John Belew who agreed to 

provide funds for purchasing African art from Mamade Sillah 

& Sons, Ltd.  According to Professor McClanahan, the first 

purchase “formed the nucleus of the collection.”  The 

Sillahs
16
 returned a few more times, usually once a year.  

When he returned, Dr. Simmons would greet the dealer and 

would review what he had.  Provost Belew contributed funds 

each time the Martin Museum acquired African art from the 

Sillahs, and some negotiation would take place to determine 

a price.
17
  Dr. Simmons confirmed everything Dr. Jensen and 

Professor McClanahan said, but stated that too much time 

had elapsed for him to remember any additional details.
18
  

After hearing from experts in the field of African art and 

learning the stories from some of the faculty present at 

the time of purchase, I believe that Mamade Sillah & Sons, 

Ltd. were African art runners.  

                                                           
15 Professor John McClanahan, interview by author, April 9, 2010.  

 
16

 It is unknown which Sillah sold to the Martin Museum and Dr. 
Simmons, so throughout the project they are referred to generically as 

“Sillah” or “the Sillahs.” 

 
17 Ibid. 

 
18 Dr. Harold Simmons, letter to author, April 2010. 
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 According to John Rohner’s Art Treasures from African 

Runners, a “runner” is a “native-born African who procures 

art in Africa through family or business connections and 

sells it throughout the United States and Europe.  Most 

runners are Muslim.”
19
  How does an African art object 

travel from a small tribal village and end up being 

purchased by the Martin Museum of Art in Waco, Texas?  To 

begin, the African art object is created by an African 

artist and possibly used by the tribe or a neighboring 

tribe.  An African runner travels around Africa by bus and 

on foot when the area he is trying to reach cannot be 

reached by a motor vehicle.  The runner builds connections 

in each village, and occasionally will live with them, 

which allows runners to learn a great deal about the 

objects they are purchasing.  Although the runner may live 

or work closely with the tribal groups, he remains apart 

from them and considers them less civilized.  The majority 

of African runners are members of the Malinke, Wolof, or 

Hausa ethnic groups in West Africa who have been 

Islamicized for centuries.
20
  The Islamic groups believe 

                                                           
19
 John R. Rohner, Art Treasures from African Runners (Niwot, CO: 

University Press of Colorado, 2000), 7. 

 
20 Frederick John Lamp, See the Music, Hear the Dance: Rethinking 

African Art at the Baltimore Museum of Art (NY: Prestel Publishing, 

2004), 19-20. 
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they are more civilized than the tribal groups who continue 

to practice their animistic religions.  Animistic religions 

believe that spirits or souls reside in natural, inanimate 

objects such as rocks, trees, or the sculptures the runners 

sold. 

 It is in the best interest of the runner to carry only 

what is absolutely necessary.  He will strip objects of 

superfluous bulk to make them more portable.  For example, 

if a mask includes a raffia skirt, then the runner would 

remove the raffia skirt and leave it behind. If an object 

is large, the runner might break it into smaller objects.    

Removing parts or altering the object provides a second 

benefit to the runner:  it allows for some anonymity as to 

where and from whom he purchased it.  Runners guard their 

sources very closely to reduce the competition.
21
 

 The African runner then sells the art to an African 

“trader.”  They are called traders to distinguish them from 

the runners and from dealers, who are considered to be more 

respectable.  The runner and the trader can be the same 

person or two different people.  The trader may then sell 

his objects to a dealer.  The dealer can travel either to 

Europe or the United States to make a sale, or a dealer 

                                                           
21 Ibid., 20. 
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from the West may travel to Africa to purchase the art.  

Once the art was in the United States, it was usually in 

the hands of a professional dealer or another runner.  

Because the dealers tended to have a shop or gallery, some 

collectors and museums thought that they would receive 

better art from them and not be cheated.  Commonly, the 

itinerant runners were unfairly thought to be uneducated 

and trying to cheat their customers by overcharging and 

selling “fakes.”
22
  The dealers and runners purchased 

objects that left West Africa in the exact same way.  The 

different terms to describe them are a matter of semantics. 

 John Rohner, professor of natural history at the 

University of Colorado and author of Art Treasures From 

African Runners, has been collecting African art for 

decades. The majority of it he purchased from runners.  In 

his opinion, runners “are highly intelligent and have 

wonderful memories for the details of past dealings.  A few 

pretend not to understand English, which gives them an edge 

time-wise to internally calculate the deal in progress.  

Once the deal is set, their English improves remarkably.”
23
 

                                                           
22 Lamp, 20-22., Christopher B. Steiner, The Art of the Trade: On 

the Creation of Value and Authenticity in the African Art Market in The 

Traffic in Culture: Refiguring Art and Anthropology edited by George E. 

Marcus and Fred R. Myers, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1995), 9. 

 
23 Ibid., 2. 
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 The American runners used methods similar to their 

runner counterparts in Africa.  Deals can be made where 

both parties leave feeling satisfied, but runners, like 

dealers, are trying to make a sale.  Most runners prefer to 

sell a group of objects as a package deal.  If the buyer 

shows interest in only one object, he or she would have 

been complimented on his or her “discerning taste” and a 

higher monetary value would be placed on the object.  The 

package deal is the best option for both the buyer and 

seller.  Often a group contained a few very valuable 

objects and several less valuable objects.  The runner 

would lower the cost of the very valuable objects, while 

raising the cost of those less valuable.  The runner 

thereby is able to sell more of his stock while the buyer 

thinks he or she is getting a great deal.
24
  Buyers who were 

knowledgeable in African art were able to purchase 

excellent objects at a reasonable cost and were more likely 

to discern which objects were the most valuable and get the 

best deals. 

 Another factor in the cost of African art was the 

runner’s current financial needs.  If he needed an 

expensive new part for his car, he might charge more.  

There were risks purchasing from the itinerant runners, but 

                                                           
24  Ibid. 
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the buyer faced the exact same risks purchasing from a 

dealer or gallery.  With the dealers or galleries, the 

buyer could end up paying more for the perceived expertise 

and trust.  It is safe to estimate that the vast majority 

of African art in the United States and Europe touched the 

hands of a runner in Africa and/or a runner in the West 

with only a few exceptions.  The dealers and galleries 

bought African art from African runners, just as they 

bought Native American art directly from Native Americans.
25
  

The Native Americans, however, are not considered 

“runners.”  “Runners” is a term that is specific to native-

born Africans who buy, sell, and trade African art.  In a 

similar scenario, Daniel H. Cook, a Dallas, Texas based art 

collector and dealer, would travel to Asia to buy artifacts 

directly from the people.  Doing so gave him the 

opportunity to learn from the indigenous cultures he was 

buying from.
26
  

 Western buyers were concerned with purchasing 

“authentic” African art.  With African art, authentication 

is the responsibility of the buyer.  There are several 

                                                           
25 Ibid., 2-8. 

 
26 Daniel H. Cook, “A Perspective on Dealing and Collecting Indian 

Miniature Bronzes and Himalayan Masks” in On Collecting: From Private 

to Public, ed. Joyce Ice (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 

2009), 31-32. 
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definitions of what qualifies as authentic African art.  

All use “elements concerning an object’s condition and 

history of use, intended audience, aesthetic merit, rarity, 

and estimated age.”
27
 Henri Kamer, a dealer, defines 

authentic African art as, “a sculpture executed by an 

artist of a primitive tribe and destined for the use of 

this tribe in a ritual or functional way.  The sculptor who 

creates these fetishes and masks does so without any 

thought of profit, in the same spirit that an inhabitant of 

the Cyclades executed an idol in marble 5,000 years ago.”
28
   

Herbert Baker, an American collector and dealer, believed 

African art to be authentic only when it was created prior 

to World War II, with the exception of recently discovered 

tribes or areas.  He uses this as the litmus test for 

authenticity because there was no market for African art 

before World War II.
29
  African art scholar Malcolm McLeod 

defines authentic art as “any object made from traditional 

materials by a native craftsman for acquisition and use by 

members of a local society (though not necessarily members 

of his own group) that is made and used with no thought 

that it ultimately may be disposed of for gain to Europeans 

                                                           
27 Steiner, 100. 

 
28 Ibid. 

 
29 Ibid., 101. 
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or other aliens.”
30
  The key factors in determining 

authenticity by the above definitions are: who created it, 

their motivation for making it, when they made it, and how 

it was used.  African art dealers, traders, and runners 

understood that Western buyers looked for these 

characteristics and were willing to pay more if they 

thought the object met the above criteria.  

 Identifying fakes is difficult.  Even those with 

training in African art have been fooled by the alterations 

made by artists, dealers, and runners.  Nothing in the 

African art market is sold as “new.”  According to Susan 

Vogel, executive director for the Center for African Art in 

New York, “Fake art is the biggest obstacle to 

collecting.”
31
  Steiner provides a concise description of 

why fakes are so difficult to identify: 

Devised to deceive the consumer, the fake object of 

African art is far more troublesome to the collector 

than the petty production of tourist crafts.  Those 

who fake – both European and non-European art 

merchants and artists – capitalize on the “death of 

culture” by creating objects that imitate signs of 

age, ritual wear, and indigenous use.  Armed with 

highly sophisticated technology of re-production, the 

faker can simulate a thick accretion of soil and soot 

which would result from object storage in the rafters 

of a village cooking hut, the “sweat marks” on the 

inside of a mask which testify to its extensive use 

                                                           
30 Ibid. 

 
31 James Brooke, “Faced With a Shrinking Supply of Authentic Art, 

African Dealers Peddle the Illusion,” New York Times (April 17, 1988). 
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and wear, layers of feathers and blood encrustation 

which build up after years of sacrificial libations, 

and gleaming surface patina which results from decades 

of extensive object handling.
32
 

  

Other methods of faking include leaving the object in 

a termite hill for a couple of days, kicking it around to 

create a distressed appearance, holding it over fires to 

make soot and smoke stains, or using water and shoe polish 

to create stains.  The majority of the “faking” is done 

before the object leaves Africa.
33
  As the demand for 

“authentic” African art has increased, the supply dwindled; 

it is not surprising that enterprising runners, traders, 

and dealers found creative ways to boost the monetary value 

of the objects they were selling. 

The vast majority of African art ended up in museum 

collections through the itinerant runners. Private 

collectors, gallery dealers, and museums were all 

purchasing African art from the runners.  There are a few 

exceptions, such as the Martin Museum of Art receiving an 

object from missionary who acquired the object while in 

Africa.  It is unknown if the missionary received it as a 

gift from a local tribe, purchased or traded for it with a 

local tribe, or purchased it from a trader or dealer in 

                                                           
32 Steiner, 106. 

 
33 Brooke. 
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Africa.  The runners were not an aside to the African art 

market, but were at the fundamental core of it. 

 Museums like the Dallas Museum of Art purchased 

African art from runners.  Several Dallas collectors began 

to purchase from runners for their own collections, and 

many of these objects eventually were donated to the DMA.
34
  

The Baltimore Museum of Art also has objects purchased from 

the itinerant runners.
35
  It would be safe to posit that an 

overwhelming majority of the African art in American 

museums today at some point was sold by an itinerant 

African runner. 

 Are these definitions of “authentic” and “fake” 

accurate?  Does it even matter?  Possibly not.  One could 

argue that what some say make an object a fake adds to the 

history of the object.  Nicholas Lemann argues that an 

estimated ninety-percent of African art would be classified 

as “fakes.”
36
  If his estimation is correct, then an 

extremely large number of “fakes” are hang on the walls and 

sit on carefully lit pedestals in our museums and private 

collections. 

                                                           
34 Roslyn Adele Walker, The Arts of Africa at the Dallas Museum of 

Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 15-17. 

 
35 Lamp, 19. 

 
36 Nicholas Lemann, “Fake Masks,” Atlantic, November 1987. 
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 An African art object’s status of “authentic” or 

“fake” matters to the Internal Revenue Service.  In 1984 

the IRS Art Advisory Panel was established to review the 

deductions claimed on donations of African art.  “In 1985 

it reviewed valuations claimed by taxpayers on 595 items 

and adjusted 397 of them downward; the average 

overvaluation per object was 571 percent (in 1984 it was 

1,959 percent).”
37
  An anonymous couple from Oklahoma 

donated 318 African objects to the Duke University Museum.  

The Art Advisory Panel took the couple to court and proved 

that most were “fakes.”  The couple also gave 112 objects 

to the M.H. de Young Memorial Museum in San Francisco where 

the museum then sold some of the objects for less than one-

tenth of what the Oklahoma couple had claimed for their 

donation on their tax return.
38
   

The African art being labeled “fake” was created by an 

African tribal member in Africa.  They are made following 

designs that have been passed down for generations.  One 

could argue that these objects are not fakes at all.  Other 

artists create their art for profit; other artists are 

commissioned to create specific works of art.  These great 

works are not considered fake for having been done for 

                                                           
37 Ibid. 

 
38 Ibid. 



25 
 

profit.  The argument that the majority of African art is 

not “authentic” because it was created to be sold and not 

used within the tribe is a hypocritical one.  New terms 

need to be created to describe African art.  The terms 

“authentic” and “fake” are too loaded and polarizing when 

there is so much grey area that must be considered.  The 

runners, dealers, and traders who alter the object do not 

make it a fake work of art or make it less authentic. Their 

alterations should now be embraced as an important part of 

the objects’ history.  Some buyers were being intentionally 

misled into paying more for an object than it was worth.  

That is the problem, not that these African art objects are 

either “fake” or “authentic,” but that buyers feel as 

though they have been “had” by the traders, dealers, and/or 

runners.  As with any major purchase, the buyer should have 

understood from the outset that it was his/her 

responsibility to determine if he/she thought they were 

paying a fair price.  If the motivation to purchase African 

art is the hope that it is an investment that will pay off 

some day, then it is a pricey risk.  African art should be 

purchased because the buyer likes it, not because of a high 

price tag or whether or not it is deemed “authentic.” 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Issues Related to Care 

 

 

 Ethnographic collections, like the African collection 

at the Martin Museum of Art, demand special care to 

preserve them for future generations and maintain the 

valuable cultural information they may contain or 

represent.  Any changes that occur over time must be 

documented because missing objects, paint removal, or 

deposits may alter the object’s cultural context.  A 

complete examination of an object should be done on a 

regular basis in order to be aware and control any signs of 

damage such as insect damage, corrosion, or mold.
1
   

When I first decided to work with the Martin Museum of 

Art’s African collection, I began by performing an 

inventory of the African collection.  An inventory had been 

made previously, but I made sure the records and objects 

still matched together.  A few of the objects could not be 

found at that time, but were recently rediscovered in a 

safe.   

                                                           
1 Carolyn L. Rose, “Preserving Ethnographic Objects” in 

Conservation Concerns: A Guide for Collectors and Curators, ed. 

Konstanze Bachman, (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), 

115-116. 
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Museums should perform inventories on a regular basis.  

Complete wall-to-wall, section-by-section, and spot 

checking inventories should be done on a regular, scheduled 

basis. Complete inventories may be done less frequently, 

but spot checking should be done more often, perhaps even 

weekly or monthly depending on the collection and staff 

requirements.  Inventories keep information on objects 

current, such as their location and condition, which is 

essential for their proper care.
2
          

The biggest issue I found during the course of the 

inventory was that many of the objects had mold on them.  

The mold looked like white fuzz and grew only on wooden 

objects that were not painted.  A painted mask was on a 

shelf directly next to an object that had much mold on it, 

but the painted mask stayed free of any mold.  Only a few 

of the objects had a large mold problem with over half of 

the surface being covered in mold.  The majority had a 

quarter or less of their surface area covered in mold. 

 My first email was sent to Roslyn Walker, Ph.D., the 

Senior Curator for The Arts of Africa, the Americas, and 

the Pacific at the Dallas Museum of Art (DMA), to ask for 

any recommendations she might have on the best way to 

                                                           
2 Rebecca A. Buck and Jean Allman Gilmore, editors. The New Museum 

Registration Methods (Washington, D.C.: American Association of 

Museums, 1998), 117-118. 
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handle the mold.  She forwarded my email on to John Dennis, 

the DMA conservator, however, I never heard back from him.  

The next person I emailed was Dr. Julie Holcomb, my project 

advisor.  She gave me the contact information for Sandy 

Blackard, an art conservation consultant.   

 Ms. Blackard recommended using a vacuum with a HEPA 

filter to capture the mold and to wear a mask while 

vacuuming.  She also discussed the pros and cons of 

cleaning with alcohol.  The alcohol would remove the mold 

“dust,” but could damage the African art that had staining 

or finishes, so I decided only to use the vacuum and mask.  

She also recommended that stable support and dust 

protection were the main concerns in housing the 

collection.  Ms. Blackard forwarded my inquiry to Steve 

Pine, a conservator at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 

who has more experience treating wooden objects, for more 

specific recommendations.
3
   

 Steve Pine provided further information on the African 

art collection’s mold problem.  He stated that vacuuming 

with a HEPA filter was the best option.  Many of the 

African masks and sculptures can have an exotic culture of 

mold that can be activated if the Relative Humidity (RH) 

goes over sixty-percent.  Because these objects have a 

                                                           
3
Sandy Blackard, e-mail message to author, Sept. 29, 2009. 
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textured surface, it is difficult to completely remove all 

the mold.  By keeping the RH below fifty-five percent, the 

mold should remain dormant and not pose a risk to the 

collection. If the RH rises above sixty-percent again, then 

it is highly likely the mold growth will return.
4
 

 After removing as much of the mold as I could with the 

vacuum, I began building custom-sized boxes out of archival 

board. To maximize the Martin Museum’s resources, I used 

the archival board they already had.  Each object was 

vacuumed even if mold had not been found on it before being 

placed in its box.  Eventually all of the African 

collection was cleaned thoroughly with the vacuum.   

Ethnographic objects should always be handled with 

care and be well supported.  Housing the wooden objects in 

acid-free boxes that completely enclose each object will 

make it difficult for airborne particles like mold to 

spread easily from object to object.
5
 I began by building 

boxes for the objects that had had the mold first, and then 

as many of the wooden objects as I could after that before 

running out of archival board.  The masks and sculptures 

that are kept in a cabinet with a glass front did not 

appear to have a mold bloom, so I decided to not make boxes 

                                                           
4 Steve Pine, e-mail message to author, Oct. 7, 2009. 

 
5 Rose, 116-117. 
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for them since the resources were limited.  After putting 

the objects in their boxes, I made labels with each 

object’s title and accession number printed on it and 

placed it on the outside of each box. 

 Mold cannot photosynthesize, so it survives by 

digesting the substance that it is growing on.  The damage 

mold can cause ranges from stains to destroying the object.  

The mold looks like a white or colored velvety growth and 

may have a musty smell.  As the mold begins to decay the 

wood, the wood discolors and hardwoods turn white or cream 

and softwoods have brown spots or streaks.  If the process 

is allowed to continue, the wood loses strength, becomes 

softer, less dense, more hygroscopic, and begins to have a 

mushroom-like odor.
6
  Fortunately, the mold on the African 

art collection was noticed and action was taken early 

enough to prevent permanent damage.   

 The aforementioned measures should serve to prevent or 

slow the return of the mold and prevent any future damage.  

The physical space where the collection is stored is not 

ideal. Doors open to the outside are not properly sealed, 

and the collection is kept directly against an exterior 

wall.  Because of these challenges, the Martin Museum will 

                                                           
6
 Thomas J.K. Strong and John E. Dawson, “Technical Bulletin No. 

12: Controlling Museum Fungal Problems” (Ottawa: Canadian Conservation 

Institute), 1-2. 
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need to monitor its temperature and relative humidity and 

examine the African art on a regular basis in order to 

limit or quickly detect any future mold growth.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Pachyderm 

 

 

 The Martin Museum of Art has few opportunities to 

exhibit their African art collection, and it is likely that 

some objects in the collection have never been exhibited.  

Occasionally the Martin places a few of the smaller objects 

in the locked glass cases just outside the exhibit areas, 

but a significant portion of the collection is too large to 

fit in these cabinets.  Pachyderm, an interactive Flash-

based computer presentation, provides an easy way for the 

Martin Museum to provide access to the collection through 

the Internet. 

 Pachyderm is a part of The New Media Consortium (NMC) 

and is located in Austin, Texas.  The New Media Consortium 

defines itself as an “international not-for-profit 

consortium of learning-focused organizations dedicated to 

the exploration and use of new media and new technologies.”
1
  

Colleges, universities, museums, research centers, and 

companies form its membership.  The consortium is dedicated 

to “exploring and developing potential applications of 

                                                           
1 The New Media Consortium, “About The New Media Consortium,” 

http://www.nmc.org/about (accessed February 21, 2011). 
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emerging technologies for learning, research, and creative 

inquiry.”
2
   

Pachyderm, as part of the NMC, is a multimedia 

authoring tool that is for persons who are not familiar 

with web-site design to easily create a presentation for 

their website.  Pachyderm provides its users with 

predesigned templates that the users can then fill in with 

images and text.  The templates can be linked together once 

completed and either placed on a website or on a CD or DVD 

ROM.
3
 Other museums that use Pachyderm include:  The Dallas 

Museum of Art; Austin Museum of Art; the Museum of Texas 

Tech University; the Sid Richardson Museum; The Grace 

Museum in Abilene, Texas; the Art Museum of South Texas; 

Amarillo Museum of Art; and The Memorial Art Gallery at the 

University of Rochester. 

 Below are the twenty objects from the African art 

collection that were chosen to be used with Pachyderm along 

with the information to be included with each one.  The 

criteria for selecting the twenty objects was that the 

Martin Museum has clear documentation proving the objects’ 

ownership, their condition, and accessibility.     

 

                                                           
2 Ibid. 

 
3 Pachyderm, “Pachyderm Services,” http://pachyderm.nmc.org/ 

(accessed February 21, 2011). 
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Accession Number: 549 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Ashanti, Ghana 

Title: Two Figures Playing  

Wari Games 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: A male and female 

figure sit across from one 

another playing an African 

board game.  Wari has been played throughout Africa, Asia 

and the Caribbean for at least 1000 years.  Wari, often 

called Mancala in the United States, uses a board that has 

two rows of six holes with an additional cup at each end of 

the board to hold the stones players accumulate.  The goal 

is to end up with the most stones by moving them counter-

clockwise and dropping one stone in each cup along the way 

to score the most stones in the capture cup.  Players are 

also able to capture their opponent’s stones, but the rules 

vary depending on the version of the game.
4
   

 

                                                           
4
 RGB: Classic Games, “Wari: The Ancient Game of Africa,” 

http://www.classicdosgames.com/game/Wari:_The_Ancient_Game_of_Africa.ht

ml (accessed February 28, 2011). 

http://www.classicdosgames.com/game/Wari:_The_Ancient_Game_of_Africa.html
http://www.classicdosgames.com/game/Wari:_The_Ancient_Game_of_Africa.html
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Accession Number: 550 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Chokwe, Zaire 

Title: Priest Engaged in  

 Religious Ceremony 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: The sculpture is 

of a male priest sitting with 

his hands and feet crossed in such a way as to form a 

straight line.  He appears to be in a state of deep 

meditation.  The Chokwe are known for producing art objects 

that celebrate the royal court.  The majority of their 

sculptures are portraits.
5
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 Art & Life in Africa, “Chokwe Information,” 

http://www.uiowa.edu/~africart/toc/people/Chokwe.html (accessed 

February 28, 2011). 

http://www.uiowa.edu/~africart/toc/people/Chokwe.html
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Accession Number: 551 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Benin 

Title: Leopard Head 

Medium: Bronze 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: The sculpture is a 

bronze neck and head of a 

leopard with the face stylized 

to resemble a person from Benin.  In Benin culture, animals 

are symbols of deities or cults.  The leopard is a symbol 

of royal power, and at one time they were sacrificed to 

guarantee the prosperity of the kingdom.  In the 

seventeenth century, the king kept tame leopards that he 

would lead around the city in chains as evidence of his 

power and domination.
6
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 Pitt Rivers Museum, “Court Art of Benin.” 

http://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/benin.html (accessed February 28, 2011). 

http://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/benin.html
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Accession Number: 552 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Baule, Ivory Coast 

Title: Maternity Seated Figure 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: The sculpture is 

of a seated mother with 

detailed tribal markings on her 

body nursing a baby. Baule statuary is among the most 

celebrated because of its careful details and refinement. 

Baule sculptures often have long, ringed necks similar to 

this one, and the tribal markings are called “marks of 

civilization” by the Baule.
7
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7 Monica Blackmun Visonà, Robin Poynor, Herbert M. Cole, and 

Michael D. Harris. A History of Art in Africa (London: Calmann & King, 

Ltd., 2001), 210-213. 
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Accession Number: 555 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Bakota, Gabon 

Title: Reliquary Figure 

Medium:  Wood and copper 

Dates: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: This two 

dimensional reliquary figure is 

made of wood and is covered 

with copper pieces.  All reliquary figures are based on 

human faces even though they are abstracted, and they were 

attached to containers holding the bones and relics of 

ancestors.  The shiny copper is meant to attract attention 

and act as a shield to “throw back” evil forces.  Families 

commonly kept their reliquaries together under a shelter 

built away from the home, and communities would bring all 

the reliquaries together in times of danger with the belief 

that their combined power would offer greater strength and 

protection.
8
  

 

 

 

                                                           
8 Ibid. 357-358. 
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Accession Number: 556 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Baluba, Zaire 

Title: King’s Stool 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: The carved stool 

represents a woman with tribal 

markings seated with the stool 

resting on her head.  The best known stools are of a single 

female supporting the seat, and the tribal markings, or 

“scarification,” are indicators of her identity and 

physical perfection.  As with many of the tribes in Africa, 

the privilege to sit during ceremonies and religious events 

were limited to the highest ranking individuals.  Human 

images, especially female, were common motifs not only with 

stools but staffs, cups, headrests, and ceremonial 

weaponry.
9
   

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Ibid., 414-417. 
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Accession Number: 558 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Dan Gior, Liberia 

Title: Male Ceremonial Mask 

Medium: Wood, shells, and 

fabric 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: The wooden mask is 

decorated with shells sewn onto 

the head to resemble hair.  The face has tribal markings on 

it, and shells are ingrained into the chin.  According to 

Dan beliefs, a spirit selects a human partner so it is able 

to participate in the earthly world.  By putting on the 

mask that the spirit chose for the human partner, the mask 

will allow the spirit to manifest during a masquerade 

ceremony.
10
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
10 Ibid. 184. 
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Accession Number: 561 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Yoruba, Nigeria 

Title: Housepost Goddess of 

Lightning & Thunder 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: Three kneeling 

females are stacked on top of 

one another to create a totem, or emblem, to the god 

Shango, the personification of thunder and a deified 

cultural hero.  The kneeling females depicted in the 

housepost are devotees of Shango.  During lightning storms, 

the Yoruba believe that Shango heaves lightning down upon 

those who do not respect him.
11
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
11 Ibid. 246-254. 
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Accession Number: 563 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Toma, Liberia 

Title: Crocodile Mask 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: Crocodile masks 

were worn by Toma boys during 

their initiation into manhood.  

The initiation took place in the forest for a period of one 

month.  The masks typically were carved with the mouth of a 

crocodile but human facial features.  The significance of 

the crocodile was that it symbolically devoured the boys as 

the end of the initiation period, and they were reborn as 

men.
12
    

                                                           
12 African Art Museum: On-line reference to the artistic styles of 

Africa, “Toma (Loma, Lorma),” http://www.zyama.com/toma/index.htm 

(accessed March 3, 2011). 

http://www.zyama.com/toma/index.htm
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Accession Number: 565 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Bambara, Mali 

Title: Headrest & Stool 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: When the three 

legs of the stool rest on the 

floor as pictured, its function 

is that of a stool.  When it is turned with the three legs 

facing upward, it becomes a headrest.  The wooden “pillow” 

supports the head during sleep and preserves elaborate 

hairstyles.  Headrests & stools with more elaborate 

carvings would have been used by the higher ranking members 

of the tribe.  This simpler version would have been used by 

the lower ranking tribal members.   
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Accession Number: 566 

Artist: African tribal artists 

Nationality: Baule, Ivory Coast 

Title: Priest Statue 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: The sculpture is 

of a male priest standing with 

his hands on his belly.  There 

are several tribal markings on his body.  The careful 

detail work on the sculpture shows the skill and control of 

the master carver.  Many Baule carvers were professional, 

but part-time and their individual styles can be discerned 

among their various works.
13
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
13 Ibid. 210. 
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Accession Number: 567 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Baga Nimba,   

Northern Guinea 

Title: Baga Nimba Dance  

Headpiece 

Medium:  Wood and raffia 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: The Baga Nimba headdress rests on four “legs” 

that would have rested on the shoulders of the wearer with 

the raffia fibers covering him to his knees or ankles.  

This style of headdress is the best known artistic creation 

of the Baga, and would have been worn during ceremonies 

involving the sowing and harvest of rice.
14
  The form of the 

headdress would have evoked the image of a strong, mature 

woman who had had many children.  The dancer who wore the 

large and heavy headdress would have been very strong to be 

able to move gracefully to imitate the tribe’s feminine 

ideal.
15
 

 

                                                           
14 Ezio Bassani, “Traditional Art,” in Arts of Africa: 7000 Years 

of African Art, ed. Ezio Bassani (Monaco: Grimaldi Forum, 2005), 323. 

 
15 Visonà, Poynor, Cole, and Harris, 179-180. 
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Accession Number: 572 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Bakuba, Zaire 

Title: Dance Mask (Happy Mask) 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: The masks of the 

Bakuba are decorated with 

geometric designs using color, 

patterns, and textures similar to the mask pictured here.  

The mask allows the wearer to become an intermediary 

between the Supreme Being and the people when he 

participates in religious ceremonies while wearing the 

mask.
16
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
16 Ibid. 367-402. 
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Accession Number: 573 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Bakuba, Zaire 

Title: Unification Cup 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: The unification 

cup is made of wood and is 

engraved with geometric 

designs.  This style of cup would have been used by higher-

ranking members of the Bakuba to drink palm wine.  The rank 

of the member correlated to how ornate his cup was.  The 

most decorative and intricately carved cup belonged to the 

highest ranking member.
17
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
17 Rand African Art, “Kuba Palm Wine Cups,” 

http://www.randafricanart.com/Kuba_cup_3.html (accessed March 3, 2011). 
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Accession Number: 577 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Basongye, Zaire 

Title: Kifwebe Mask (Antelope) 

Medium:  Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: Kifwebe masks were 

created for the Bwadi Bwa 

association, an organization 

designed to police social behavior during times of unrest 

or potential unrest.  These masks were also worn during the 

initiation rites of young men, punishments, warfare, at the 

death of a chief and the installation of a new chief.  

There are more than thirty styles of Kifwebe masks.  Many 

have animal names, names of illnesses, or names referencing 

natural phenomena.
18
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
18 Rand African Art, “Songye: Democratic Republic of the Congo,” 

http://www.randafricanart.com/Songye_Kifwebe_female_MF.html (accessed 

March 3, 2011). 

http://www.randafricanart.com/Songye_Kifwebe_female_MF.html
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Accession Number: 580 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Baule, Ivory Coast 

Title: Fertility Doll 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description:  Fertility dolls 

were carried by women who 

wished to have children, often 

tying the doll to their back in the same manner that real 

children were carried.  Oral tradition states that a woman 

named Akua who was barren was the first to carry a wooden 

doll and eventually gave birth to a baby girl.  The dolls 

are almost always carved as female because female babies 

were preferred in the matrilineal society.
19
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
19 Visonà, Poynor, Cole, and Harris, 211. 
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Accession Number: 585 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Dan, Liberia 

Title: Male Mask 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: Just like this 

mask, Dan masks generally have 

high foreheads, a pointed chin, 

and a protruding mouth.  Dan masks are carved from wood and 

stained with a brown dye.  They are viewed as sacred 

objects and are used as protection and as a means of 

communicating with the spirit world.  When a member of the 

Dan wears a mask, he becomes the spirit associated with the 

mask and speaks as the spirit.
20
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
20 Artyfactory, “African Masks: Dan Masks,” 

http://www.artyfactory.com/africanmasks/masks/dan.htm (accessed March 

3, 2011). 

http://www.artyfactory.com/africanmasks/masks/dan.htm
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Accession Number: 590 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Kissi, Sierra 

Leone 

Title: Stone Figure 

Medium: Stone 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: The Kissi are a 

mostly agrarian culture living 

in West Africa.  Compared to other African people groups, 

their artistic output is smaller.  They are best known for 

their stone figures that are usually carved out of 

soapstone but other types of stone have been used as well.  

The Kissi farmers would place the carved images in their 

rice fields or palm groves as representatives of the land’s 

previous owners.  The farmers would bring offerings to the 

figures and ask for abundant harvest.  If the harvest was 

poor, the figures would be cursed or whipped.
21
   

 

 

 

 

                                                           
21 Visonà, Poynor, Cole, and Harris, 169. 
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Accession Number: 594 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Toma, Liberia 

Title: Medicine Chest 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: The medicine chest 

is carved out of dark wood with 

a lid that slides open.  The 

lid has a decorative diamond carving, and the main body of 

the chest is curved at the top.  The medicine chest would 

have held traditional African medical instruments and 

medicines. 
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Accession Number: 596 

Artist: African tribal artist 

Nationality: Yoruba, Nigeria 

Title: Ogboni Drum 

Medium: Wood 

Date: c. 20
th
 Century 

 

Description: Yoruba kings have 

several councils and 

associations to advise them.  

The Ogboni, one of the most prominent groups, are an 

association of a tribe’s male and female elders.  The drums 

are played to announce the meeting of the Ogboni every 

seventeen days in their lodge.  The elaborate reliefs on 

the side of the drums were only seen by the members of the 

association.  When the drums are taken out of the lodge for 

the elders’ funerals, the reliefs are covered to keep the 

uninitiated from viewing them.
22
 

 

 

                                                           
22 Ibid., 243-244. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Recommendations for the Future 

 

 

 When Drs. J.B. Smith and Harold Simmons began 

collecting African art for the Martin Museum of Art, they 

both had the intention that the museum and the African 

collection would be available as teaching aids for students 

and the enjoyment of the Waco and Central Texas community.
1
  

The museum’s mission supports the coursework taught in the 

Department of Art, but remains open to the public as well.
2
 

There is not currently a class being offered on African 

art, but as Baylor University and the Department of Art 

continue to grow, the museum should have the resources 

available if/when a professor’s teaching could be aided by 

the African art.  This collection can also be used by 

professors in other departments.  Baylor offers a degree in 

African Studies, the History Department currently has a 

professor of African History, and other departments such as 

Anthropology, Museum Studies, and Religion lecture on 

topics that could find the African collection useful.  The 

                                                           
1 “Baylor Art Museum Creates Oasis in Desert,” The Baylor Lariat, 

9 February 1968. 

 
2 Martin Museum of Art, Collections Management Policy 1.1, 14 

January 2010. 
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collection is not a resource for faculty alone.  

Undergraduate and graduate students from these departments 

also may benefit from the collection when writing research 

papers, theses, and projects.  The collection is of 

greatest value to the museum and Baylor University as 

teaching examples and research objects for faculty and 

students. 

 Because of its value to the university, the collection 

must receive proper care.  The temperature should be kept 

at 60°–72° F with no more than a 2-3° F fluctuation within 

24 hours and the Relative Humidity kept at 50% +/- 5%.  

Increases in heat and humidity promote mold growth in 

wooden objects, however, too low temperature and humidity 

can cause cracking.  Perhaps eventually a hygrothermograph 

can be purchased to closely monitor the temperature and 

humidity.
3
  Keeping the temperature and humidity under close 

control will help to prevent the return of the mold as well 

as prevent any potential pest problems. 

The physical space of the Martin’s collection storage 

makes collections’ care challenging.  There are large metal 

doors leading to the loading dock that are not completely 

sealed, and when traveling exhibits are brought in and out 

                                                           
3
 Rebecca A. Buck and Jean Allman Gilmore, Collection Conundrums:  

Solving Collections Management Mysteries (Washigton, D.C., American 

Association of Museums, 2007), 104-105. 
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of the loading dock, the doors are kept open for longer 

periods of time.  There are other situations when the doors 

are opened and remain open for extended periods of time, 

but these should be kept to an absolute minimum. 

 The current collection storage space is far from 

ideal, but Baylor University has begun a strategic planning 

process that will affect the development of the university 

into the next decade.  The idea of building a new art 

museum was suggested and discussed at a recent strategic 

planning meeting.  Hopefully within the next decade the 

Martin Museum of Art will be able to move into a new 

building that is specifically designed to be a museum.
4
  

 Almost all of the objects that had mold growth have 

been placed into individual boxes.  A red sticker or some 

other type of indicator should be placed on the exterior of 

the box near the label with the accession number and title 

or placed on the paper labels that are located on the 

shelves near the objects that do not have a box.  Doing so 

will make it easy to quickly spot check these for returning 

mold.  

 Spaces near exterior walls often have a higher 

relative humidity than those further away, and condensation 

                                                           
4  Dr. Kenneth Hafertepe, interview by author, March 15, 2011 and 

Karin Gilliam, e-mail message to author, March 19, 2011. 
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can form especially if the wall is not insulated properly. 

Plastic sheets were hung from some of the shelves to drape 

down over the open cabinets with the intention of sealing 

in some of the objects that are too large for a box.  The 

plastic sheeting keeps mold spores and dust out but heat 

and moisture become trapped in with the object allowing any 

mold spores already present to flourish.
5
  It would be 

better not to have anything covering the objects at all 

than to keep the plastic sheets in place.  A better choice 

would be to use archival safe fabric.  This would keep dust 

and mold spores from being able to land on the objects 

while preventing heat and humidity from building up around 

the objects.   

 At this time, the Martin uses FileMakerPro software to 

maintain their collection records.  While it would be 

costly and time consuming, it would be beneficial for them 

to switch to museum specific software like PastPerfect. 

Museum specific software would make it easier for the 

Martin to keep their records up-to-date.  PastPerfect has 

fields for tracking new accessions as well as incoming 

loans, the biographies of artists, histories associated 

with the objects, when an object was exhibited, and is 

                                                           
5 Thomas J.K. Strong and John E. Dawson, “Technical Bulletin No. 

12: Controlling Museum Fungal Problems” (Ottawa: Canadian Conservation 

Institute), 1-2. 
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flexible as to what type of information you can enter into 

it.  As of this time, some of the information connected to 

objects is kept in FileMakerPro while the rest of it is 

kept in physical file folders. It would be easier to 

properly care for the collection if all the information 

about an object was stored in one central location, along 

with back-ups stored at another location in case of an 

emergency. 

 Whether or not the museum decides to change their 

record-keeping software, better record keeping practices 

need to be in place.  The records should indicate which 

objects had to have mold cleaned from them; not only the 

individual boxes and labels.  Other collection management 

activities like inventories, routine cleaning, if the 

object’s storage location changed, damage, where and when 

an object is loaned and returned, and when an object is 

exhibited should be always be included in each object’s 

record.   

To help with the Martin’s collections and possibly 

these suggestions, the Departments of Museum Studies and 

Art have collaborated on a proposal for a new graduate 

assistantship at the Martin Museum beginning in the fall of 

2011.  The assistantship has been approved by the Graduate 
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School and will be specifically for a Museum Studies 

graduate student.
6
  

Finally, it would be beneficial for the Martin to hire 

an expert in African art to come to the museum to examine 

the collection to add to and edit the information about the 

African collection.  I discovered two possible errors in 

the identification of two sculptures I used for Pachyderm.  

The Housepost Goddess of Lightning & Thunder was attributed 

to the Shango tribe, but my research indicates that Shango 

is the Yoruba tribe’s god of thunder.  The housepost would 

have been created by a member of the Yoruba and dedicated 

to the god Shango.
7
 

 The second object I found questionable information 

associated with it was the Crocodile Mask.  The mask is 

listed as having been created by a member of the Toga tribe 

in Liberia.  I found an obscure reference to a Toga tribe 

in East Africa, but the rest of the collection is from West 

Africa.  There is a Togo tribe in Côte d’Ivoire, but the 

mask was most probably made by the Toma tribe in Liberia.  

Also, there are other objects in the African collection 

that are attributed to the Toma. 

                                                           
6 Hafertepe. 

 
7
 Monica Blackmun Visonà, Robin Poynor, Herbert M. Cole, and 

Michael D. Harris. A History of Art in Africa (London: Calmann & King, 

Ltd., 2001), 246-254. 
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 I am not an expert in African art; however, if I am 

correct in finding these two errors, I am sure there are 

more within the African collection.  Not having a permanent 

staff dedicated to the care of the Martin Museum’s entire 

collection for decades, has left the Martin with a few 

challenges.  Ideally, the Martin should try to better the 

status of the African collection by improving its physical 

care and keeping up-to-date and as accurate as possible 

records.  The museum should also try to exhibit these 

wonderful objects more often.  If it is not possible to 

exhibit them within the main galleries, then in the glass 

cabinets in the lobby outside the museum or on their 

website would help expose the student body, faculty and 

staff, and general public to these treasures of the 

collection. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Objects Found to Have Mold 

 

MM 549 “Two Figures Playing Wari Games” 

MM 557 “Fetish Figure” 

MM 558 “Male Ceremonial Mask” 

MM 560 “Female Figure” 

MM 564 “Marionette” 

MM 565 “Headrest & Stool” 

MM 569 “Game Board with Fish” 

MM 572 “Dance Mask (Happy Mask)” 

MM 573 “Unification Cup” 

MM 580 “Fertility Doll” 

MM 752 “Akuaba Doll (Nursing Mother)” 

MM 754 “Akuaba Doll” 

MM 756 “Mask” 

MM 786 “Horn” 

MM 790 “Kpelie Mask” 

MM 793 “Cooking Spoon” 
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APPENDIX B 

 

African Art Runners and the Resultant Ethical Issues 

 

  

The following paper was written in the graduate level 

course Ethical Issues in Museum Collections Management in 

the Fall semester of 2010.  It touches on important issues 

related to the project, but were not within the project‟s 

scope. 

 

 

One of the most important, ineradicable, and 

unexpected results of the colonial partition of sub-

Saharan Africa is the enthusiastic acceptance of 

African Art by Western audiences.  The history of that 

acceptance, beginning with Parisian artists (Vlaminck, 

Matisse, Derain, and, most significantly, Picasso) in 

1906, has become popular legend.  By the 1920s, the 

first important publications appeared, spreading 

pictures and analyses to audiences worldwide, and 

throughout the remainder of the twentieth century a 

collection of African sculpture was the surest sign of 

membership in the intelligentsia.
1
  

- Terence Grieder 

Professor of Art History 

The University of Texas at 

Austin 

 

                                                           
1Grieder in John R. Rohner, Art Treasures from African Runners 

(Niwot, CO: University Press of Colorado, 2000), xvii. 
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African art became increasingly popular in the United 

States as the twentieth century progressed.  Owning African 

art was a symbol of being a part of the intellectual elite.  

Art ownership as a status symbol was not a new concept.  

African art‟s popularity was relatively new, and collectors 

and museums were jumping on the African art bandwagon with 

enthusiasm.  The suppliers of the art were called “African 

art runners.”  African art runners were the traders or a 

purchaser who had the original contact with the creator or 

owner of an Africa work of art and/or was the person who 

sold an African art object to a Western buyer.  Basically, 

the runners were the African born middlemen.  The majority 

of runners were from West Africa and were members of the 

Islamic faith.  In Islam, the carving of images is 

prohibited.  For this reason, the Islamic runners were 

willing to sell the sculptures and masks from the 

neighboring tribes because the objects held no religious 

meaning for them.
2
  The Islamic runners felt that they were 

better because they were more civilized than their tribal 

neighbors.  They lived close enough to one other and 

interacted regularly so that they learned, at least 

                                                           
2 Frederick John Lamp, See the Music, Hear the Dance: Rethinking 

African Art at the Baltimore Museum of Art (NY: Prestel Publishing, 

2004), 19. 
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superficially, the other‟s beliefs and practices.
3
  Buying 

art from runners was and is considered controversial.  The 

purpose of this paper is to take an in-depth look at the 

risks and rewards of American museums and collectors of 

purchasing African art from these African dealers called 

runners.  

According to oral tradition, the first runners came to 

the United States in the 1960s.  Over the years, runners 

took care to learn what types of works Americans valued, 

and the prices reflected that.  What might have cost $100 

in the early years of African art running, might cost 

$1,000 by the late 1970s and early 1980s.  As of 1987, 

experts in the field as well as novice collectors were 

still purchasing art from the runners because they were the 

only source of African art in the United States other than 

the works already in museum collections and private hands.
4
  

Art purchased from African runners has ended up in some of 

the most respected museums in the United States such as the 

Dallas Museum of Art and the Baltimore Museum of Art.
5
 

                                                           
3 Ibid., 20. 

 
4 Nicholas Lemann, “Fake Masks,” The Atlantic (November 1987) From 

Literature Resource Center. 

 
5 Roslyn Adele Walker, The Arts of Africa at the Dallas Museum of 

Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 15-17., and Lamp, 19. 
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African art cannot be thought of in the same way as 

Western art.  The terms “art” and “artist” have a different 

meaning in African culture.  Art is integrated into daily 

life and religion, and African art cannot be viewed 

separate from its religious meaning.  The craft occupations 

of weaver, carpenter, and carver were functional but had 

religious significance as well.  In the African “religion-

oriented world” objects were not created without a 

religious meaning.
6
  The creation of African art is thought 

to be a form of religious participation, and is seen by 

traditional Africans as a “porthole” through which they 

could contemplate the cosmos.
7
  African sculpture can also 

convey important information similar to Western books on 

religion, law, history, or philosophy.  Each work is 

significant not only for its aesthetic qualities, but for 

the information it holds as well. 

One of the problems with buying art from runners is it 

impossible to have a reliable provenance for these objects.  

Provenance is simply an object‟s history of ownership.  

Knowing who has previously owned a work of art is 

incredibly important because it is a way of authenticating 

                                                           
6 Warren M. Robbins and Nancy Ingram Nooter, African Art in 

American Collections: Survey 1989 (Washington: Smithsonian Institution 

Press, 1989), 7. 

 
7 Ibid., 8. 
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and determining the legal status of an object.  Ideally, a 

provenance will be able to trace the ownership history of 

an object from its creation to present day.  Very few 

African art objects can be traced back to their creation.   

Adding to the provenance problem, the runner in Africa 

would often alter the appearance of the objects to make 

them easier to haul around the African back country and to 

prevent other runners from being able to learn his exact 

sources.  Runners covered large territories in their 

travels from village to village.   

Public transportation in West Africa was spotty at 

best.  Covered trucks or buses were the most common mode of 

transportation for the runner, but many of the villages 

were not assessable except by foot. The African middlemen 

could further alter an object to make it appear more 

“authentic” to Western buyers.
8
  After accumulating a large 

collection of works, the runner in Africa could either sell 

the objects he had collected to a trader or travel to the 

United States himself.  It is possible than an object 

changed hands twice.  The artist sold it to the runner who 

then sold it to the Western buyer.  Or more likely, the 

object could have changed hands numerous times from the 

                                                           
8 Ibid. 
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artist to the runner in African to the trader to the 

African runner in the West to the Western dealer to the 

buyer to a museum.
9
  It is difficult, if not impossible, in 

most cases to know how many people have been involved with 

the buying and selling of African art works.   

Western buyers wanted and were willing to pay higher 

prices for art that looked like it had been used by an 

African tribe and was old, which only served to compound 

the problems already inherent in the African art trade.  

Classic supply and demand encouraged runners, traders, and 

dealers to use various methods to increase the market value 

of their wares.  Buyers were willing to pay large sums for 

objects they judged to be “authentic,” so the middlemen 

responded by selling more “authentic” objects. The buyers 

had to trust that the runners were telling the truth and/or 

be an expert in African art.  The definition of what 

constitutes an “authentic” African art work varies from 

scholar to scholar and collector to collector.   

Unlike the runners in Africa, the runners in the 

United States shared with one another the names and 

addresses of their clients.  The runners would not provide 

an opinion or place a dollar amount on an object that was 

purchased from a different runner or dealer.  Some runners 

                                                           
9 Ibid., 21-24. 
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would trade works with their customers, but they would only 

trade with works that they themselves sold to the customer.  

This way they were able to ensure that they did not pay 

more than the customer did and damage their reputation.  

The runners may also ask their clients from whom and how 

much they paid for objects purchased from a different 

source, however, they will never reveal their thoughts or 

feelings about those transactions.  In one museum 

professional‟s opinion, the runners were highly intelligent 

and were well aware of the value of their merchandise 

whether it was highly valuable or not.  More often than 

not, a runner would have a strong accent and pretend to 

understand little English.  Once the sale was made, his 

English drastically improved.  The time the runner spent 

acting like he was trying to understand English, was 

actually spent calculating the best deal.  Other selling 

tactics included if the buyer expressed interest in one 

particular object, the runner would compliment him or her 

on their “discerning taste” and the buyer would end up 

paying more for the object than it was worth.  Another 

option for the runner was to offer a package deal.  The 

buyer thinks he/she is getting the prized object at a 

bargain rate along with a few other objects.  The price of 

those few other objects are raised, and the buyer thinks 
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they have received a great deal while the runner comes out 

ahead.
10
 

Many buyers of African art trusted that the runners 

were telling them the truth because they did not have the 

expertise to properly judge the “authenticity.”   Also, it 

was not unheard of for experts to be fooled into thinking 

an object was older that it actually was.   Although it is 

possible that some runners were selling objects that were 

less than authentic, some museums and collectors were able 

to purchase truly amazing works at bargain prices.  

There are many different perspectives on African art 

runners.  Some degrade the profession by claiming they 

primarily sold fake objects.  Others admit that there are 

flaws in the African art market, but believe the runners to 

be the backbone of the whole enterprise.  The heart of the 

problem with African art runners is that there can be no 

reliable provenance.  The buyer must trust the seller.  It 

is possible for those who are skilled in identifying 

African art to distinguish the different regional and 

tribal differences to know that what one is purchasing is 

from a specific tribe or region.  The difficulty is in 

judging age and use, two of the critical factors in 

determining a work‟s value.  Also, it is impossible to know 

                                                           
10 Rohner, 1-2. 
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the circumstances in how the runner or dealer came to be in 

possession of the object.  Some objects were purchased, 

some were purchased after heavy persuasion, and some were 

taken without permission from their owner. 

Contrary to many Westerners‟ belief, the African art 

runners had a good understanding of their wares as well as 

the attributes that their buyers wanted to see in the 

African art for sale.  Runners never sold any object as 

“new.”  A runner might instead say that an object is “a 

little old” if pushed by the buyer.
11
  The runners were 

responding to supply and demand.  The consumers wanted to 

buy what they thought to be “authentic” African art, so the 

runners sold it to them.  Some of the methods of “faking” 

use or age were to hang the objects from rafters in cooking 

huts so it would end up covered in soot and smoke from the 

cooking fires, apply sweat to the inside of masks, or douse 

them with blood and feathers to make them look like they 

were used in rituals.
12
 

An example of the harshest perspective on African art 

runners is the arguments against them by Nicholas Lemann, a 

                                                           
11 Christopher B. Steiner, The Art of the Trade: On the Creation 

of Value and Authenticity in the African Art Market in The Traffic in 

Culture: Refiguring Art and Anthropology edited by George E. Marcus and 

Fred R. Myers, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 101. 

 
12 Steiner, 106. 
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noted journalist and currently the dean of the Columbia 

University Graduate School of Journalism.  He describes the 

type of hotel the runner would live in after arriving in 

New York City.  The hotel, the Bryant, was popular among 

runners in New York City, cost $150 for a week, provided a 

shared bathroom, and the desk clerk was seated behind 

bulletproof glass.  To add to the ambience of the lobby, 

there were signs posted warning “guests not to share 

needles or steal the light bulbs in the stairwell.”  As a 

runner was able to afford to do so, he would gradually 

upgrade his hotel accommodations.  From the first paragraph 

of Lemann‟s article, the reader is painted a negative 

picture of runners.  The imagery portrays the runners as 

having much in common with the shadier members of society 

and therefore, cannot be trusted.  Many of the runners sold 

the art out of their hotel rooms, but some were able to 

make appointments to take the art directly to the museums 

and collectors for their consideration.  Others would 

travel around the United States in station wagons and vans 

stopping at museums and galleries.
13
 

The African art runners are not considered respectable 

by many in the art and museum worlds and were often treated 

                                                           
13 Nicholas Lemann, “Fake Masks,” The Atlantic (November 1987) 

From Literature Resource Center. 

 



75 
 

with disdain.  The majority of these middlemen who were 

born in Africa are considered by Westerners to be “art 

runners” while the Western born traders who travel to 

Africa are given the far more polite term of “art dealer.”  

This “semantic discrimination” as Christopher Steiner calls 

it, is strong evidence of how Westerners view African 

artists and traders.
14
  The Western bias against runners is 

continued by the belief that runners do not understand the 

value of the art, they do not know how to put an accurate 

monetary value on it, nor do not know how to properly care 

for and transport the art.  Therefore, the buyers often 

expect the runners to try to deceive them into paying a 

higher price or that the buyer can trick the runner into 

selling an object for less than it is worth.  On the other 

hand, the Western dealer is thought to be well aware of the 

value of the art and is expected to accurately advise 

buyers according to the dealer‟s taste and judgment.  These 

preconceived notions about runners and dealers are a 

significant reason why Westerners accuse runners of selling 

“fakes” and dealers of selling the “authentic” objects.
15
 

The heart of Lemann‟s argument against the runners 

concerns what the runners were selling: fakes.  Lemann 

                                                           
14Steiner, 9. 

 
15 Ibid. 
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argues that the majority, over ninety percent, of what the 

runners were selling were fakes.  In his opinion, the small 

number of objects taken out of Africa prior to World War II 

were authentic, but after the war, as African art grew in 

popularity, fewer and fewer authentic objects were 

available.  Again, because of supply and demand, those who 

were intimately involved with the African art market (i.e. 

artists, runners, traders, dealers) saw that there was a 

high demand for “authentic” African art and began to create 

“fakes.”  A work is undoubtedly considered “authentic” if 

it was hand-carved by a tribal carver using traditional 

tools with the object then being used by the tribe or 

neighboring tribe in a traditional manner.
16
   

 Starting in the early to mid 1970s, reports of 

workshops in back-country African villages with 

approximately six or so artists working in each to produce 

traditional art for trade began to circulate.  The 

workshops kept up with the trends in Europe and the United 

States by learning from auction catalogues and coffee-table 

books what was popular.  A large number of these objects 

were aged to look authentic.  It is unknown whether the 

artist, runner, or dealer made the alterations.  Some of 

                                                           
16 Lemann. 
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the more common “tricks” were to darken the wood by using 

vegetable dyes or shoe polish, rubbing it with dirt, or 

even placing it on a termite pile.  Some would even go as 

far as breaking the object and repairing it because 

evidence of “native repair” would increase an object‟s 

market value.
17
 

 Adam Levin is a modern-day African art runner.  He was 

born in South Africa and travels around the African back-

country purchasing art to sell to other dealers or in his 

shop.  He has a much more positive view of African art 

runners.  Levin calls the authorities on African art snobs 

when it comes to the authenticity of objects.  He states, 

“While plundering something that has been used by a tribe 

for decades is viewed as „a good buy,‟ anything made 

especially for [trade] is snubbed.”
18
  For him, there is no 

distinction between art made prior to and after World War 

II or art made for tribal use or trade.  The idea of 

supporting local craftsmen is more ethical to him than 

taking from the tribes works that are their sacred objects 

that they use in their ceremonies. 

                                                           
17 Ibid. 

 
18
Adam Levin, The Art of African Shopping (South Africa: Struik 

Publishers, 2005), 13. 
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 Levin argues that African runners have had a positive 

impact on the West‟s judgment of African art.  The African 

middlemen or runners faced the risks involved with 

collecting works from villages in the African bush.  They 

formed complex relationships with village leaders and used 

bargaining, credit systems, and maintained clandestine 

business practices and connections in order to keep their 

sources a secret.  While many Westerners believed the 

runners were unaware of the value of the art works, this 

was often untrue.  Runners feigned ignorance when the 

situation called for it because it allowed the buyer to 

become excited that they have found a hidden treasure.  The 

runner then had the option to haggle with the buyer to 

gradually increase the cost, and negotiating price is not 

an unfair business practice. 

 How the price is determined, however, can be a bit 

shrewd.  Runners as well as traders and dealers may alter 

an object to look older, which makes it appear more 

valuable to Western buyers.  Some of the tricks to age wood 

and ivory include using a “sea bean” to imitate grease or 

sweat on the inside of masks, staining ivory with tea, or 

adding blood and feathers to make an object look like it 

had been used in a sacrificial ceremony.  One of the more 

invasive alterations was done because the runners and 
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dealers realized that Westerners preferred to purchase 

naked Baule sculptures.  The dealer or runner would chop 

off the loincloth and carve genitalia before they would re-

stain and add a fabric loincloth.  There is however, a 

hierarchy among runners.  There are those who trade in rare 

antiques and then there are those who trade in the less 

valuable objects.  Those who trade in the rare antiquities 

would never alter an object.
19
   

 Levin gives an example of a South African runner and 

dealer he calls “Mark.”  When Mark could not remember the 

name of the tribe from whom he bought an object, he made up 

a fake tribal name:  BaGiri.  He eventually continued his 

joke to create a BaGiri exhibit at his gallery, and years 

later he still sees his BaGiri pieces in catalogues.  The 

point Mark was trying to make with his BaGiri tribe is that 

“the importance of a piece lies in its craftsmanship and 

the livelihood of the craftsman it sustains, rather than in 

its age or provenance.”
20
  The “fakes” allow for the 

survival of ancient tribal traditions.  Perhaps it is wrong 

to alter or misrepresent the art, but perhaps it is also 

wrong for Westerners to purchase the plundered, yet 

“authentic” antiquities.   

                                                           
19 Ibid.  

 
20 Ibid., 60. 
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 The African art that now resides in Western museums 

and collections are most likely either looted antiquities 

or what the experts would call fakes.  Interestingly, Levin 

concedes that they are safer, better-preserved, and better-

displayed than if they had remained in Africa.  The vast 

majority would not have survived.  Wooden objects, by 

nature, will succumb to the elements.  African art was also 

used and handled by the people.  They were a part of 

religious activities such as ceremonies and dances.  They 

were meant to degrade within a few decades and be replaced 

with a newer, close to identical object.
21
 

While both sides do have slight us versus them 

overtone in their writing, they do highlight some of the 

ethical issues involved in the African art trade that 

create the diverse reactions to the same practice.  Both 

sides do agree that Western buyers were unethical when they 

thought they could get amazing works of African art for low 

prices because they thought the Africans were not smart 

enough to know what the value of the art was.  They thought 

they could get a “good deal.”  It is Western scholars who 

have labeled African art as “fake” or “authentic,” not the 

African artists, runners, traders, or dealers.  Also, both 

sides agree that the African runners and dealers should 

                                                           
21 Ibid., 75. 
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have been honest about the age of the works they were 

selling.  Where they are different is in the way they slant 

their points.  Those against running place the majority of 

blame on the African runners and dealers while the other 

side perceives that the West had a contributing role in 

what the artists created and how it was presented for sale.  

Both sides are at fault, and it serves no purpose to argue 

about who is most at fault.   

 Christopher Steiner, who is considered to be one of 

the leading experts in the field of African art, states 

that the definition of authenticity in African art, “draws 

upon connections among such disparate issues as cultural or 

ethnic „purity,‟ historical timing or periodicity, and 

artistic or commercial intentionality.”
22
  As almost all 

African art historians agree authenticity is a combination 

of an object‟s condition, history of use, intended 

audience, aesthetic merit, rarity, and estimated age.  Use, 

audience, and age are the three main factors that are 

discussed in the debate over authenticity.  A sculpture or 

mask must have been created by an artist of an African 

tribe for the purpose of use by the tribe in a ritual or 

functional way.  Unlike other branches of the art world, 

                                                           
22 Steiner, 100. 
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African art is authentic when it is not created for 

financial gain.  Regardless of whether an object was 

created yesterday or over a century ago, it would not be 

considered authentic if it had not been used as part of a 

ritual or function of a tribe.
23
 

The majority of African art experts and/or collectors 

see the issue of authenticity as black or white.  The art 

is either “authentic” or it is “fake.”  Instead of arguing 

that there are only “authentic” and “fake” African art 

objects, a better take on the issues is that there are 

three different types of African art:  authentic, correct 

copies, and counterfeit or fake.  Authentic objects must 

have been created by an African craftsman for the use of 

his or a neighboring tribe and were actually used.  

Counterfeit or fake African art is any piece of art that is 

misrepresented by either it being aged to look older than 

it actually is, altered to have the appearance of having 

been used, or is not an accurate carving.  Arguably the 

most desirable of these three for buyers and museums are 

the correct copies.  Correct copies may have been made by a 

master carver‟s descendants and are carved in the 

traditional ways which allows the carving traditions to be 

                                                           
23 Steiner, 100-101. 
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continued.  Correct copies should be the preferred category 

for Western buyers because their purchase protects the 

sacred authentic objects from leaving Africa.  Correct 

copies create much needed revenue which helps to eliminate 

the pressure to sell African antiquities, and reduce the 

likelihood of antiquities being stolen.  The most ethical 

African art to purchase are the correct copies, and it is 

most probable that the African art runners primarily sold 

the correct copies.  As with Western art, African art 

should be valued because it is “liked” and not because it 

is “authentic” or “fake.”
24
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
24 Robbins and Nooter, 13-17. 
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