Mende/Sherbro Master

[image: ]One of the most prominent collectors and dealers operating in Guinea in the 1980s eighties and nineties ‘90s of the last century was mr Ismail Kababa, who divided his time between Paris and Conakry.


Presented here areThe  five pieces crafted by the Mende/ sherbro Sherbro master Master from Sierra Leone crafted duringin the nineteen twenties1920s which are presented here.,  These were among his most prized possessions, ones he and considered by him asconsidered  the culmination to of his long career. His sons related have related on  his endcountless stories about of his endeavorhow he trieds in  to obtain ing them.	Comment by Irina Oryshkevich: Kaba’s or the Sherbro Master’s?	Comment by Irina Oryshkevich: Kaba’s?  If it’s Kaba in both sentences, then change the sentences to:

These were among Kaba’s most prized possessions, ones he considered the culmination of his long career. Kaba’s sons have related countless stories of how he tried to obtain them.
 




In the early 1920s,This  this regrettably anonymous artist from the coast of Sierra Leone brought in the early twenties of the last century to it’s apex an art form that had been elaborated developed for decades by his elderspredecessors, , examples of which were introduced to the western Western audience thanks toby Thomas Joshua Aldridge -, a palm oil merchant employed as a travel commissioner in Sierra Leone by the British crown Crown at the down dawn of the nineteenth19th century as a traveling commissioner in Sierra Leone. Between 1871 and his retirement from service in 1909, Aldridge traveled extensively in the land areaintensively, documenting the changes the  wrought by the colonial regime. has induced, since his arrival in 1871 till his retirement from service in 1909.
A gifted photographer,  and writer, and he was also a a relentless collector, who supported supplemented his governmental income salary by selling  “curiosities” that were later dispersed through by various dealers around the globe. 


[image: ]
[image: ]Aldridge chose images of two of such figures to be imprinted in gold on the cover of the 1906 edition of his book -, the Sherbro and it’s It’s hinterlandsHinterlands, . they Today the figuresare arenow in the collection of the British Museum collection, which , which, according to a 1967 publication, should have also house[image: ]d house an elongated statue by thethe Kaba’s same master and collected by Kaba that has , now regrettablyunfortunately been lost. 


Aldridge’s photos enables us to haveoffer us a glimpse of the world for which these works were created,  . They  depicting young initiates in Sande (a women’s association) initiates emerging from their seclusion in the sacred forest, their body bodies anointed with palm oil,  and clad only withsolely in silver jewelry, and their hair elaborate hairdosly coiffed. 
[image: ][image: ][image: ]
Aldridge marveled at the girls’ beauty, the harmony of their chanting, their impeccable manners, and graceful dancedancing. 

The Sande & and Yassi associations were the main main women’s associations in Sierra Leone which and controlled all aspects of their female members’ lives in Sierra Leone, and in which a.  membership Membership in them was a prerequisite to for attaining adulthood. 
Unlike their counterparts in the Guinea forest, the women’s association in Sierra Leone’s woman’s association were controlled by “Big Women,n” who were fully integrated into the “colonial” economy & and the slave trade.  and attuned to personal gain, a concept alien to the bush societies of Guinean bush societies.

These figures were called min-si-le which is, the Sherbro/Bullom for ‘“the spirits’ spirits,” or saraka, which translates can be translated as to ‘“medicine’.e.”

Their actual role in the society’s rituals is unknown to us mainly due mainly to the wow vow of secrecy which is taken by in all members of the wWest African women’s associations.

These statues were probably used in healing rituals or during atonements for broken taboos in order to and as such called forinvoke spiritual aid assistance. As such, theyand were were crucial in to a an individual’person's recovery. 
  
[image: ]closer [image: ]Closer scrutiny of Aldridge’s photos reveals the actual apparent despair apparent in the eyes of the young girls eyes, who were circumcised and peddled to serve as second or third wife wives to for male members of Sierra Leone’s rural leading rural families. 

These five pieces conform to the classic Mende and Sherbro ideals of beauty, including the distinctive tightly braided coiffure, narrowly narrow squinting almond-shaped eyes, petite face, and ringed neck.

Although based on canonical forms, They they transcend cultural barriers. F, 
Art freed from of any  “atavistic” trends, they presenting are a semi -abstract depictions of the female nude,.
Which iIn contrast to the customfigures from in the neighboring Guinea coast, in which thein which the female form is is  depicted as an object of power, creation, or motherhood, those in from Sierra Leone are moremore allied aligned with to the western concept of the female, the nude and is portrayed as an abject objects of beauty, desire, and longing.  They are

An idealized female forms, as equally profound as it’s those of their western counterparts. 
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