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Important Gela Gere war mask, Ivory Coast 

Early 20th Century 

H. c. 13,77 inches (c. 35 cm)  

Wood, horn, fibers,  inlaid patina 

Provenance : Former Zsiens collection (United States). 

 

Gere People 
The Gere are a group of people living in the western region of Ivory Coast (Côte-d’Ivoire). They are 

associated with the Wobe and the Kran peoples, and are often associated together with them as We 

people. The oral tradition and the testimonies of the first European navigators who approached the 

coasts of Liberia and the Ivory Coast show the Krou populations, of which the Wé people are a part, 

have been established 

since at least the 15th 

century. They once 

occupied a territory 

that extended both 

further north and 

further east, beyond 

Bandama. The 

Mandingue invasions 

in the north and Akan 

in the east have 

forced these peoples 

to abandon the 

savannah zone and 

limit their habitat to 

the large primary 

forest of Liberia and 

the Ivory Coast. The 

Wé country thus 

remained relatively 

apart from external 

influences until the 

beginning of the 20th 

century. 
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Little is known about the masks of 

this area of Côte d'Ivoire, the 

aspects and the identity of the 

mask wearers. The shape of the 

mask as a whole evokes in 

Western culture, Medusa. Looking 

at it petrifies the spectator on the 

spot. Isn't this also what is 

suggested by this mas that of war, 

to receive terror and the inability 

to fight back. 

 

Gela refers to the animated being 

comprised of face mask, costume, 

and the wearer beneath. It is 

composed of many natural horns 

and sometimes teeth throughout 

blending animal and human 

elements. Gela masks have been 

given a variety of identities that, 

rather than describing their 

physical appearance, are linked to 

the powers associated with the 

mask persona.  

 

The mask of the We people are 

often grimacing, generally created to be frightening. Animal, human and metal materials are used 

such as teeth, nails, shells, brass bells, feathers, hair, hide, horns etc.  

 

These masks, perhaps due to the ferocious appearance, are commonly referred to as "war" mask and 

were believed to have been originally used in ceremonies concerning the preparation of men for 

engagement in conflict. But they may also be used in funeral ceremonies or in a judicial capacity to 

seek out those guilty of offences within ordered society Item description  

Sometimes – like our mask –, there is a stylized animal mouth believed to be modeled after the 

monkey. 

 

Condition report 
Good condition. 

 

Coryse Mwape Dolin 

Art Historian, African Arts 
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We-Gere war mask : Former James Stephenson, 

New York (Source : Guy Van Rijn DataBase, ao-

0064502-001)  

Á Profusion of horns, metallic objects, hair 

forming a shapeless mass far from 

resembling a human or animal face. 

 

Wè-Guéré (Were) – Gela mask: Former Mr. N. 

collection – collected in Africa between 1930-

1940 (Source : Guy Van Rijn DataBase, ao-

0064496-001) 

Á This specimen, also classified in gela 

masks, presents elements such as hair, a 

crusty tanie, and horns. Somewhat more 

"figurative" than our mask, this presents 

the variety in these war masks classified 

under the name gela 

 

Wè-Guéré (Were) – Gela mask: Auction, 2013 

(Source : Guy Van Rijn DataBase, ao-0129119-

001) 
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Illustrations 
Our mask : Valentin Clavairolles, Brussels. 
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