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Editorial
As I say in my review, every school, college and university should have a copy of this

book; a majestic offering that compliments the title.

I am happy to present to you, Kongo: Power and Majesty 
published by the Yale University Press.
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Beautiful
The Portuguese sea captain and explorer Duarte Pacheco Pereira (ca.1460-1533) 
declared Kongo luxury cloths ''so beautiful that those made in Italy do not surpass them in 
workmanship.''

This is a paragraph halfway through a book – Kongo: Power and Majesty – that celebrates
art from the Kongo region. The actual Kongo polity incorporated parts of the present day 
countries of Angola, Republic of the Congo and Democratic Republic of the Congo. And 
the art engages you, before you even get into the book. On the contents page, there is a 
wooden mask; we see a slim well-sculpted visage, downcast eyes and the application of 
white and black pigment: it is the epitome of serenity. And so it goes throughout the book, 
whether in ivory, raffia or wood, the word of appropriate description is beautiful.

As well as the traditional art, there is the creativity influenced by the coming of Christianity, 
adopted in 1491 as the official state religion. One of the outstanding pieces is a crucified 
Christ, cast in brass, with African features. When we think of the fusion of traditional 
African belief – Kongo and Yoruba - and  Catholicism, we tend to think of South America; 
in such practices as Candomble, Umbanda and Macumba. African elements transplanted 
and transformed, not born there. I was aware of the nominal conversion of Queen Nzinga 
to Christianity in the 17th, but didn't know that it had become the state religion in the latter 
15th century. In some respects, this book is a tale of two cultures: of the Kongo and of the 
Portuguese. So we hear about the cult of Saint Anthony Padua, as we hear about the 
great following of Magaaka, one of the paramount nkisi( power object).

We are told that ...that the increasing penetration of European trading companies 
combined with rival political claims by France, Belguim and Potugal had completely 
disrupted the systems that protected Kongo interests''. This immediately recalled for me 
the disruption caused by the Portuguese to the Indian Ocean trade, on the other side of 
the continent; the ancient trade that went originally from Axum (Eritrea/Ethiopia), then from
the East African City States, across the ocean, as far as China and Indonesia.

As well as the Kongo Kingdom, the book introduces us to the Loango Kingdom, north of 
Mbanza Kongo, the Kongo capital. This kingdom was founded by the Vili in the 14 th 
century. It was a Vili statuette that Picasso saw in 1906, that would influence his 
subsequent creativity, heralding the coming of Cubism.

The Vili also have a tradition of a blacksmith founder, as do other Central African 
Kingdoms, such as the Luba – Kalula Ilunga – of the southern Congo; they were almost 
magical figures, who could bring metal from rock and work it into the implements of 
necessity.  Although the Vili traded in items such as smoked fish and sea salt, cloth seems 
to have been the leading item of financial interaction; its multi-purpose uses, as currency, 
dowry, fee payment and gifts. And as you can imagine, the best cloths were reserved for 
the king (Maloango) and the wealthier members of the kingdom. Kimbo was the name for 



the higher quality cloth, libongo for the cloths of lesser quality. Men were the producers of 
this textile, made from the raffia palm. Here's what the German doctor, Samuel Brun said 
of the textile production...they weave (cloths) together skillfully as if making an exquisite 
woven and embroidered tapestry or garment and decorate the walls of their homes with 
them... from the purest they make clothing and all kinds of little caps, very artistically 
knitted or woven with beautiful figures and tapestry, which are only for the mannas 
(authority figures) and children of the king. Once again, the word beautiful is used.

Although there are no cloths in the book attributed to the Loango area, figure 33 shows a 
little cap'', a prestige item known as mpu; a 19th century item woven from either raffia or 
pineapple. The ones shown in this publication have leopard (associated with power) claw 
additions, which were symbols of highest authority. These caps were traded from Buali, the
Loango capital, into other parts of the Kongo region.

The dark cloud of trade that was for a time omnipresent, that overshadowed the trading of 
over three million enslaved from the West Central African coast, saw a third of them 
shipped from the Loango coast.

But a brighter aspect of the society, was that the kingdom had no standing army and that 
Vili caravan leaders used diplomacy rather than force to facilitate their passage by making 
alliances with local chiefs. As with their Kongo neighbours and trading partners, the nkisi of
the Vili were of paramount influence: arbiters of good fortune.

At the termination of the slave trade, palm oil became a major export item, lubricating the 
Industrial Revolution; the Kongo region had an abundance of this tree.

There was also the resurrection of items that had diminished during the height of the slave 
trade: creations in ivory. Women wore it in rings around their necks. Men blew into it, at the
approach of the king. The Vili men were masters of the oliphant; the intricacy of incision on
the curvature of the horn. It must have been something to watch the figures coming to life, 
emerging from the elephant tusk.

I was reminded that as well as cowrie shells, seashells called nzimbu were also a form of 
currency; on different sides of the continent. Which brings me to one of the noteworthy 
aspects of this publication: the cartographic contributions. With the well-chosen, clear, 
well-marked mapping, it was easy to follow the nzimbu route used by the Europeans; from 
the coast to Mbanza Kongo and the network of alliances. With the glossary and the 
kingship chronology, this publication is a deep pool of knowledge: treasures for whoever 
dives in. Alongside the content, there's the physicality of the book, which normally doesn't 
concern me, but I must confess to enjoying the feel of the paper and the texture of the 
cover. 

The book gives a real picture of the Kongo elite and their interaction with the first 
Europeans. Whatever your level of knowledge of the Kongo kingdom before reading this 
book, it will be raised a level or two, when you have finished it. For instance, I didn't know 
that Kongo youth had been sent to Portugal for educational – and future diplomatic – 
reasons, as early as the late fifteenth century; or that 17th century Kongo figures, had 
translated a Portuguese catechism into Kikongo! News to me also, that a Kongo 
ambassador, Antonio Manuel, had been given last rites by Pope Paul V. Little gems like 
that, that continually enrich the reader's knowledge of Kongo society. The aforementioned 
envoy appears in a print and there is a bust of him also, both housed in Rome. Engravings
and etchings of the time, show European ambassadors bowing to the Kongo king; and 



African ambassadors, dressed in their European finery.

When I think about it, the Christian iconography produced in Kongo, hasn't been as well 
documented, or celebrated, the way the Ethiopian liturgical art has. But they were popular 
amongst the Portuguese, as well as the Kongo elite. The crucified Christ, figure 63, also 
has African features.

As well as what came with the outsider, there was what came from the ancestor. In the 
chapter called Kongo Female Power, there is sculpting in wood and ivory, celebrating the 
wisdom and vitality of womanhood; depicted either in solitary pose or with a child. We see 
women meditative, laughing, frowning and smiling. Some were placed at ancestral shrines;
others were finials, atop the staff of the king or chief.

Styles evolved in certain areas, which became associated with what are called workshops 
or ateliers. Four are mentioned; Kasadi, Boma-Vonde, ''Concentric Circles'' and Makaya-
Vista. The latter seem to have specialised in ivory. But it's the work of the former, that I like 
the best. The darker wood, the scarification detail and patterning; the choice of pose and 
expression – between elation and meditation.

Because this is a great book, the exhibition that it is based on, must have been awesome. 
I give thanks for Alice Lagamma, Josiah Blackmore, Christine Giuntini, James Green, Ellen
G. Howe, Phyliss M. Martin, Adriana Rizzo, John K.Thornton and Kirsten Windmuller-
Luna, for passing on some of that awe, through this monumental publication. Every school,
college and university, should have a copy of this in their library. I give thanks for the 
aforementioned nine, for giving us an enchanting combination of text and illustration: for 
giving us something beautiful. 

from Hali
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