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THE WITT COLLECTION - DONATION 

The Witt Collection comprises 6 objects. Two of the works (numbers 35 and 
36) are very unusual in form and style and are not represented in the 
Brenthurst Collection, nor, from what is known, in other collections in 
South Africa. The remaining four sculptures are rare and important old 
Lobedu works, probably from the Modjadji kraal. There is one Lobedu post 
in the Brenthurst Collection which relates to but is very different from 
two of the carvings in the Witt Col}ection (numbers 20 and 37). Number 19 
is a field guard, a rare and ·unusual work. Number 18 is possibly the most 
important and rare work in the collection, being a roof finial figure. 
This carving was including in an exhibition entitled "Close-ups" held 
recently at the Center for African Art, New York, and was published in the 
accompanying catalogue. This collection will extend the Brenthurst 
Collection in a very meaningful way as it represents the artistic 
production of a group not commonly represented or known about in 
collections in South Africa. The works also display an aesthetic quite 
different to the majority of works in the Brenthurst Collection, and it is 
essential that this aesthetic be represented for a broader understanding 
of material culture in southern Africa. 
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JUERGEN WITT 11.11.92 

Note on Tsonga figure c:A\, q� 

\�q 

"The similarity of execution suggests that they were products of 
he same hanf\d. •• 

I do not agree that the similarity of execution is proof enough 
o state that they were made by the same hand. 

Having done some research with regards to woodcarvings 
specially with the view of distinguishing between traditional 

and non traditional work, I have made some interesting 
dicoveries.For examp� I have met an old Tsonga man in about 1965 

ho was carving female figures about 30-35 cm high.The Tsonga 
Nguvu being part of the carving.When I asked the man where he had 
learned the art ,h� said that a Venda , I iving a few vi I lages to 
the north,had tought him. I went to see this old Muvenda and found 
figures there which had not only the same ornaments carved on 
them but also the facial expressions were almost identical .One of 
the sons of the Tsonga mentioned continued to carve these female 
figures and sti I I later one of the grandsons of the old 
Tsonga man carved in almost identical fashion.Although I had 
handled a number of these figures , I stl 11 found it difficult at 
times to attribute the work to one paticular carver. 

To come back to the "Products of the same hand" I would rather 
think that some time ago (Perhaps generations ago) a certain 
style developed which was general Jy accepted for this particular 
purpose.Perhaps this style could even be identified with a 
certain people. 

The geographical distance between the figures collected would 
also make this suggestions somewhat uni lkely.The hairstyle of the 
one carving is also unique and has not been seen again. 
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. Spoon 'Nith woman's figure CA(ii� SU::ulJ) Rf-A)). 
,od, 56, 7 cm .- . &io.°ll'k \(u.LU... 
1known master of the Zulu region I .s.:»l <-A ,{ .. � A. 
uth Africa 
bl. Vogel-N'Oiaye 1985: 49 u. 165; 
ssani 1988: 16; Bassani-Fagg 1989: 146 u. 274 
1see de l'Homme, Paris, Acc. No. 977.52.14 

question is raised as to the origin of the chains. To the 
indigenous population chains most certainly /Were 
unknown, but not to the Arabs, or later the P uguese. 
Are they mere copies of chains, or w the entire 
carving-technique of these items copie . Indeed, these 
decorations do not fit into the g eral aspect of the 
indigenous art of carving. The e show-piece spoons 
were frequently coloured natural dyes. A spoon 
without a spiral-shaped andle, but with a chain, was 
collected around 18 in Maputo (Louren<to Marques) 
(Monteiro 1891: 7 . Apart from this type of ladles and 
spoons, other apes were also carved, as for example 
the servin poon ( cat. no. 59). 

Anoth.,?f serving spoon, presumably Tsonga as well, has 
the.Alead of a man with a headring at the end of the 

ndle; the head appears to be quite caricaturistic. 

� q :)__ Jla� may be an exception. It is a stylised figure 
with an egg-shaped head, large protruding ears on a 
neck carved into a double cone, resting on a ball
shaped shoulder from which the back and the arms are 
connected to the pelvis. The legs are carved at a slight 
angle, the knees only indicated by a slight thickening, 
and the feet lead over to the dish-like bowl of the spoon. 
This spoon was collected from the North-Western 
Tsonga, and had been used for mixing the holy seed. At 

beans, maize or kattircorn are· each placed into a sepa
rate pot. Then the pries� adds various powders which he 
pours from calabashes or horns. During the whole 
procedure the priest speaks to the spfrits of the ances
tors, only now and again interrupted by the assenting 
utterings of the participants. The rainwater from the 
previous season is sprinkled over the seed. Finally the 
priest distributes the seed with the spoon. For each 
spoonful which is given to one of his subjects, the chfef 

..... ' ... 
receives one. After the ceremony, the seed is sown in 
the garden, or field, of the chief and his subjects. 
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�A-si,·�s 

. , h i � f i �! l l r i l1 r i � () t l( > () I r() \ I r <.., t \ I i � t i C �l I " <� i fl t i L ll (" � l1 \. i I It ' <.., ( • ( ) II (' (' t r I I 
du1 in.� thr l 0�)� an1n11g�t I <...<'tl!�a-...,pr:",itH� J'l'<'plc ,,;,h<' i,!p1 th 
F�1�tc-rn T1�u1�,·;,al. \ 1r1,· little i� knn\\ n :1hntit the�<' 111nt<...11:d <,hjcct�. 
s '1 r () ll d Cd a� t " (' \. \\ '(' rt' i 11 1 ll \ (� t l' I \. a 11 cl i 11 \\ I li I (' C 1 () t1 l \ ( (' () rd i " l l t (' , . ...., 
[\ 1 r J . \ \ . i t t. I (' <.; p () ll ' i h I (' f p r t I 1 (' (' () I I (' (' I i () I l () r 1 I, r I ( ) ll I I, I l () \\ fl I i ,l � l 1 I T <._ • 

tlH'>. \\Tl r t cg�u drd a� �act rd nhjrct� h>· llt<'ir c 1\\ 11c1·1.< ;111d ,, <)tdcl 
ha,-c hc<'n CPtHT;1lrcl frn1n P<'t1<·1;1I ,·i,,\\· .. \II nf the i111;1p,·<.; ;11<· ' . \ 

fc111alt\ and all \\TIT �ppn1T11t-J.y in the f"nc..,r�<.;in11 ()f \Yntn< 11. 

·1 hey share too the rcaturcs of a �traight hack and neck, hcnt knees 
and a rounding of the volun1cs. Pron1inctll hut tocks and breasts 
emphasise their sexuality{Jhe si1nilarity of execution suggests 
that they were the products of the san1e hanill but the enig1natic 
conditions surrounding their ownership and display renders 
impossible any speculation as to whether they reflect a \vider 
tradition. 

This figure is unusual in the expression of the eyes drawn with 
graphite on the surface. Interesting too is the extension of the 
use of the graphite to colour the carved l.lt, a headpiece ,vhich 
docs not relate to local headdress styles. The hands cradle a sn1all 
face, but again there appears to be no explanation or precedent for 
this image. A metal anklet has been placed over the shoulders and 
rests on the hands of the figure. This anklet was possibly part of �Al�� � SAOl�(,c 
the regalia of the woman for whom the carving was made. �91"'461(,\\t�'\o T'W\I 

_..cte• E=•�n 
Although collected in the North Eastern Transvaal, in an area 1\4fl. c6'Av.\l'-� 
inhabited by Tsonga speakers, the figure is stylistica1ly rcn1iniscent (t,-.ce.. 
of Makonde or Yawo carving from East Africa, and reflects the 
problems of attribution according to \vhere a piece is collected. 
The carving is fine and striking in both its subject matter and its 
resolution of form, although these same qualities make it so1ne\vhat 
unconventional and enign,atic. 

\(0()1:.R.H A\40 A fR\C..:tr>-l A«', 

A C.. a \..'-\: c.\\ oH . 
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�- L f;r:1 . 

t, c u l  p L .1 re rn; : cl e l . lC ct r 1 '-' e j_ nt; �t L 1 e t u  ct 1· 1·0 1 ·d s l1 c l  1 
i\A��c.A\p\ -; c���\Gu\\QM. \o \al"\O\l\:)\o4AL Sc.a.�� 

'f.V,\-\ 
oe fo 1 c t h e  L'i nct l . pr·e r>� 1'a t io r1s  a 1 · e  Lilctde  L u  l 1 o� se t l 1e  cc.1 1 ·v ir 1b , 

, u (; rj Le  r s ,. i' L l i  e : \ n; 1 i 1 y ( i n c 1 J d i 11  g a l l i' e r: 1a � e s ) 1 n '1 � t u e 1) re !3 e 1 1  t, • 

n n  a n irJet l i �) r i tua l l y  sla l1ghte 1 ·�d a r1d t l1i s vc1r i e s  �, i t l 1  t he stci tus  

o f  the  f� . 1 i ly .  

e x c l '"'1 d e d . '1' i 1e  ce 1 �erao 11y i s  SU J)e r·v i se d  t)y t l 1e  rj1ed i c i n e rua r1 � nd (. > 

;)� 1 · i od . La ch r. 1e11 1be1 ·  o i' t l 1 e  c la r1 t r· i e �  t o  com1:1u 11i t:c1 L e  ,; i L l 1  tr 1e 

i n  t he h G '1 S e  o c c u p i e d  b y  the s e r1 i o 1 ·  i'e r:i,J l e . 'l' r 1 i s  c o uu:i'1 n i c c1 t ior1 
.. 

i s  r i� a chcd by fc1 l l i n;_� i r1 L o  a stc.l l e  of' t, r·tt n c e , \Jher· e uy tl 1e wr1ole  

t�0dy  
\ �nd • e s . v r1ce c otu:1'1 r1i cct t i o n  i s  e s  t a  b l  i sl 1e ci , c u  riv e r· sa t i  o 1 1  i s  

rr,a d c  i n  a lc1 n .- �uat�e v1l1 i c r1 r10 o u t s ider  .. a r pea. 1' s to 1\1 l ly � nclersta r,cl . 

s p i r i t  i s  a s ked t o  li \' e  i n  11e et c e  \i ith h i s  lir ing (le s c e 1 1dct r1ts  ct nd 

a 1 so · ct s k.e; d to d c t:  e nt h i s  r1ev/ r1c)rt1e . If o ne J )e 1 · son fa i l s  t o  

co1rtr,1u r1i c '  te then the 1 · i t ua l  l1a s  t o  be r'e pea ted . fl fter t r1c:1 t t r1e 

r ned i c i r1e 1aa n  v1i t r 1  h i �  r1o v i ce s  a ga i r1 c o 1 1sul t s  tl 1e d i v i r.�i r 1b bu I !e S  

t o  e s ta l  l i sh i i  .. the ar 1ce stor t1a s a c c e r> L e d . ti l·ter ·wc:t r·ds  r 1e i r1d i c ci t e s  .. 

. • 

I 

the place \t l 1e1 .. e tr1e r1 L1t  i s  to b e  b u i lt to  r1ou s e  tl 1e f'ig�re . 
I 

nev e r  be a n  exi s t, i ng o ne . T h i s  hut c a n  a lso s e rv e  a s  the s l e e pi ng j 
I 

l1u t  o l� t t:e i'e1.1a. l e  r1e a d  o l"' tl ie c l a n  1tit1 0 i n  et c t i ng a s  a ' ca I'e taKer� ' . i 
l 

J-\ fter· c on1ple t io 11 o f  tr 1e r 1ew dwe l l i r1b r:.t. stncill  plc1 t 1"01·n1 is  � 1·e ctcd ; 
I 

a ga i n st  t he i nner vm l l  d ic.1 gonr... l ly to t h e  :i: · ight whe n  s e e n  from the / 
e ntrc:. n c e  ( wi th the door u �>ually hi nf;ed o n  the r i rht  �ii� ) . 'l'he I 

.fi gure i s  pla c e d o n  t h i s  plct t fo rm C.! nd i s  covered H i  th a s po tie s s  

v1h i te c lot,l 1  \vh i c h  1. 1u st  a lvJU )' S  be ke pt c le ct rl . 

9 / • • • 
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1 i t ;ja J. s  u 1 ·e ;>ej · forwed i s  the wh ... t e  c l o t h  rer;ioved , but the i'ir,�re ) 

•• i l l not  be s i10·,·1 r1 to a n )'bod y .  ·r 1 1e  statue  i s  0 11 l y  a t t e r1ded t o  anc�. 
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HORSTMANN GENERAL F I LE 

A GENERAL F I LE CONTA I N I NG NEWSPAPER AND MAGA Z I NE 

ART I CLES ON " HORSTMANN COLLECT I ON
1 1  

I S  KEPT I N  THE F I LE :  

1 992 . 1 1 . 0 1 Nor thern Ngun i s too l , wood 

Ar t i c l es re ferr ing to spe c i f i c  wor k s  in  t he co l l ec t ion 

are f i l ed in t he re l evan t f i l e ,  not  genera l f i l e .  



---------------------------------- -

90 

92 

. . 

91 

93 

90 Figure 
wood, pokerwork, seed 
75,4 X 1 0  X 1 3  

Tsonga 
ace no: 1 992. l l . 53 

91  Figure 
wood, pokerwork 

85 X 8 X 9,5 
Tsonga 

ace no: 1 992. 1 1 . 54 

@ Figure 
wood, pokerwork 
43 X 1 1  X 1 1  

Tsonga 

ace no:  1 992. l l .v 

93 House guard 
wood 

25,5 X 6 X 6 
Lovedu 
ace no: 1 992. 1 1  . 55 

l 

i 
t 
1 
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