Important Byeri statue, Mvaï,
Master of Ntem,
South Fang, North Gabon
Late 19th Century

0

0

0

1

0

Grand-Sablon
Rue Sainte-Anne,
Bruxelles
www.antiqueafricanart.com

3

1

Primitive Studio

Important Byeri statue, Mvaï, Master of Ntem,
South Fang, North Gabon
Late 19th Century
Wood, dark patina
H. c. 11,81 inches (c. 30 cm)
Provenance : Former Jacob Epstein collection ; Former Pierre Dartevelle
collection ; Courtesy of Alain Naoum
————————————————————————————————
Fang people
The Fang live in southern Cameroon,
Equatorial Guinea and northern Gabon.
Fang subgroups are Ntumu, Bulu, Betsi
and Mvai. In the 19th century, the Fang
follow a northeasterly and southwesterly
direction in the forest zone. The Fang
society is patrilineal and the authority is
owned by the elder of the family. It is he
who keeps the byeri. It is also he who
decides the initiation ceremonies and
distributes the property within the family.
Well-known sculptures in ancient African
art lovers, the Fang ancestor statues are
very recognizable and particularly
impressive in their shapes and patina.
These works from Equatorial Africa were
called eyema byeri and were part of a set
intended to preserve the relics (skulls) of
the ancestors. This set therefore consists
of statues carved in wood fixed in a
basket of bark, receptacle of the relics of
lineage ancestors. The carved part often
has a support at the back to stabilize it in
the basket of relics.
The stylistic knowledge of the Fang is
heir to the origins of the objects during
expeditions at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century (German
administrators and travelers) ; that is to say, South Cameroon largely. According to James W.
Fernandez, specialist of the Fang, the Ntoumou area is the main center of dissemination of the entire
Fang art. Because statistically, it would seem that more than a third of the known Fang objects come
from the Ntoumou (having many clans and lineages). This statuary is marked by an exaggeration of
different elements of the body: the trunk, the head, the forearms, the hands, the navel (prominent).
Elements found among the Mvai, located east of the Ntoumou.
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Our statue

In his classification of Fang styles, Louis Perrois notices that the Mvaï
style is already highlighted by Günter Tessamnn in 1907 during his
expedition to Gabon. In addition to the typical characteristic of the
Southern Fang at the level of the headdress in the form of a helmet with
three "shells" (three mats), the formal elements of the Mvaï are found in
our Byeri statue.
Byeri Mvaï statues are marked by massiveness, compactness of volumes,
shortening of proportions (legs, arms), an effect of power and solidity
which refers to the function of Byeri ; make people aware that the
ancestors are powerful and that their terrible occult strength must be
respected.
The shoulders and the mass of the arms are attached to the torso. The chest
is underlined with vigor, in the continuity of the massive and solid
ensemble. The hands meet at the end of the five fingers, in general, it is to
hold a cup against the chest. Elements of body decoration are also evoked
at the level of the upper arm, with a sculpted outline that evokes the copper
bracelet. It should be noted that our statue is a half figure.

The head of our statue presents softer
and less schematic elements than the
statues of Byeri Mvaï in general,
without losing the characteristic
signs. The head is large, it is
approximately spherical. The sculpture has a high, rounded forehead.
The facial features are carefully shaped. The eyes are half coffee beans,
the nose descends from the forehead to the mouth in the sinuous
movement of the convex face, and finally the thin mouth presents a
pout typical of the Mvai. The hairstyle is emphasized by aligned nails,
instead of streaks traced in the wood. The headdress falls at the bottom
of the neck, to form a movement opposite to that of the face. The
volumes and the sinuosity of the legs starting from the buttocks are
drawn with a schematism which contrasts with the realistic tendency of
the face, while being most harmonious. This schematism evokes
sculptures by avant-garde artists such as Modigliani, Brancusi or Henry
Moore.

Master of Ntem

Mvaï pieces of art from the Ntem Valley are quite rare and of high
quality. They are "the quintessence of the Fang style", according to
Louis Perrois. There is a great mastery of materials, iconological
constraints while keeping formal individualities.
According to James W. Fernandez, the Fang would have produced sculptures for two centuries, from 1750 to
1950. This would represent a set of about 4000 statues whose use was exclusively ritual. It would seem that a
quarter of this production set is in the collections of amateurs and museums. According to Perrois, the last
byeri master sculptors died out in the 1920s.
Louis Perrois studied the Fang statues and highlighted their stylistic features. The arms of the statues are
glued to the body and the hands are brought back in front of the belly, at the level of the plexus, as if the
hands were holding a container. The belly is imposing and in the shape of a barrel and it widens at the level
of the navel, which emerges in a rounded way. The block of the lower limbs of the body is of the same
proportions as the head. This block is massive with short thighs when seated. However for our statue, this
part of the body is not represented. Generally, the sculpted figure was held by a long monoxyl posterior
rostrum in the continuation of the buttocks, which made it possible to sit on the edge of the beaten bark
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chest. According to Perrois, these statues were covered with accessories such as metal bracelets, necklaces
but also a feather headdress.

Comparison - Master of Ntem
As we announced above, our statue has the stylistic characteristics of the Master of
Ntem. The examples compared below attest to this.
Statue Byeri from the Master of Ntem, c. 1800-1860, Dallas
Museum of Art.
We find the characteristic elements as described for our statue. The
difference here is that the face is more aggressive by the features of
the face and the size of the mouth.
The scarifications and the position of the hands are as encountered
on our statue. The typical features of the Master of Ntem are also
found here: the headdress, the rendering of the face, the eyes, the
triangular shape of the lower part of the face.
Statue Byeri from the Master of Ntem, c. 1750-1860, Private
Collection, New York.
This statue is somewhat closer to ours at the level of the face, by the
softness in the rounding of the forehead, the eyes. The rendering of
the shoulders and torso is very close to our statue.

The worship of the byeri has
links with the cult of the ancestors. The byeri represents
the whole of the object : the carved figure, the basket in
bark and the relics (skulls of the ancestors). The byeri is
consulted on different occasions : when moving from the
village, to create a new plantation, before hunting, during
a palaver or earlier, to go to war. It is forbidden for
women and children to see the byeri. Only men who
have passed the initiation of sô and have at least one son
can be initiated into this cult. The melan, the initiation,
refers to the hallucinogenic plant, alan, which is
consumed during the rite to get in touch with the
ancestors. This rite occurs between men of the same
family. If there are several byeri in the same family, it is
because there was segmentation within it, where a son
wanted to found his own village. Some ancient
reliquaries can hold up to eight skulls. Owning a byeri
ensures strength and prosperity.
Jacob Epstein (1880-1959)
Il y a une raison profonde et authentique à l’intérêt du sculpteur pour l’art africain car les
nouvelles méthodes et les nouveaux problèmes que l’on y trouve diffèrent de ceux de l’art
européen. Les œuvres africaines nous ouvrent un monde jusqu’ici inconnu et ont des
caractéristiques qui sont très éloignées de la restitution des formes à laquelle nous sommes
habitués en Europe, dans la tradition de l’art grec, gothique ou Renaissance.
Jacob Epstein, 1955.
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Around 1900, Jacob Epstein, son of Russian-Polish emigrants, devoted himself to sculpture and entered a
foundry in New York to take modeling classes in the evening. When he went to Paris in 1902, he enrolled at
the École des beaux-arts and then at the Académie Julian. It was during this time that he bought African
sculptures from the dealer Paul Guillaume, starting an important collection1. In 1905 he moved to London.
Shortly after, he received the order for eighteen statues for the new building from the British Medical
Association. In 1911, he was commissioned to make Oscar Wilde's grave in the Père-Lachaise cemetery in
Paris.

Condition report
Good condition

Coryse Mwape Dolin
Art Historian, African Arts
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Statue Byeri from the Master of Ntem, Dallas Museum of Art : de Grunne 2001, 137
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in situ : drawing from Fernand Grébert, in Perrois n.d. - « Sacrifice sanglant sur les crânes des ancêtres
(byeri) sortis de leur boîte en écorce (…) ».
Jacob Epstein and Albert Einstein (Getty Image)
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