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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 Collection (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 <cAT 4L

“"The similarity of execution suggests that they were products of
the same hanAd."

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

Having done some research with regards to woodcarvings
especially with the view of distinguishing between traditional
and non traditional work,| have made some interesting

dicoveries.For exampéﬂ | have met an old Tsonga man in about [|965
who was carving female figures about 30-35 cm high.The Tsonga
Nguvu being part of the carving.When | asked the man where he had
learned the art ,he said that a Venda ,living a few villages to
the north,had tought him.|l 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 still later one of the grandsons of the old
Tsonga man carved in almost identical fashion.Although | had
handled a number of these figures , | still found it difficult at

times to attribute the work to one paticular carver.

To come back to the '"Products of the same hand' | would rather
think that some time ago (Perhaps generations ago) a certain
style developed which was generally 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 unilkely.The hairstyle of the
one carving is also unique and has not been seen again.
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uth Africa

bl. Vogel-N'Diaye 1985: 49 u. 165;
ssani 1988: 16; Bassani-Fagg 1989: 146 u. 274
isée de I'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 Pgrtuguese.
Are they mere copies of chains, or was the entire
carving-technique of these items copied’? Indeed, these
decorations do not fit into the g;r(eral aspect of the
indigenous art of carving. Thegé show-piece spoons
were frequently coloured with natural dyes. A spoon
without a spiral-shaped handle, but with a chain, was
collected around 1890 in Maputo (Lourengo Marques)
(Monteiro 1891: 7.2). Apart from this type of ladles and
spoons, other ghapes were also carved, as for example
the serving,spoon (cat. no. 59).

Anothef serving spoon, presumably Tsonga as well, has
the fiead of a man with a headring at the end of the
ndle; the head appears to be quite caricaturistic.

S4&x®Q 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 bow! of the spoon.
This spoon was collected from the North-Western
Tsonga, and had been used for mixing the holy seed. At
the time of the first rains the chief summons his sub-
chiefs. With the assistance of the medicine man and

priest a sacrifice is made to the spirits of the ancest

for instance a fowl, beer or snuff, while prayers are sald

to attract the attention of the spirits. The seed of the
previous year of wl'ych eat:tl sub-chief brlngs afew
handfuls, is mixed wnth that of the chief. Pumpkin seed,

beans, maize or kaffircorn are-each p|aced into a sepa-
rate pot. Then the priest adds various powders which he
pours from calabashes or horns. During the whole
procedure the priest speaks to the spirits 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 chief

-y - e

receives one. After the ceremony, the seed is sown in
the garden, or field, of the chief and his subjects.
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P_[SONG[\ | hi< henrine i‘:nm* ol Tovr avlisticalbv <similar carvines colleered

during the 1980s amongst Fsonea-speakiing people in the North
F[GUI{E Fastern Transvaal, Vere lintle is known about these nnusnal objects,
shrouded as they were in mvstery and in white cloth. Aecording 1o
Ny b Wit vesponsible for the collection ol the Toro known hgnees,

Transvaal, South Africa thev were regarded as sacred objecrs by their on ners, and woudd

| ; S .
Female wood figurine, North Fastern
E&M“ QLo Collected paiaspotidaeg) have been concealed from gencral view . Aol the images are

35 em (13 inches) female, and all were spamsestdy in 1the poscession of women.
They share 100 the features of a straight back and neck, hent knees
Private Collection and a rounding of the volumes. Prominent buttocks and breasts
~ emphasise their sexualityﬁhe sitnilarity of execution suggests
: ‘l‘d\‘* ' that they were the products of the same hand] but the enigmatic

conditions surrounding their ownership and display renders
CAT Q2 impossible any speculation as to whether they rellect a wider
tradition.

This figure is unusual in the expression of the eyes drawn with
graphite on the surface. Interesting too is the extension of the

ﬂg& R_(‘AG use of the graphite to colour the carved i, a headpiece which WasTyus.

does not relate to local headdress styles. The hands cradle a small

face, but again there appears to be no explanation or precedent for

/((f\.) 9(&6\4 ¥h -D\ '&svf 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 [ @AIWER & Sacayice

&’ u«, otleg &O\.-ot.; the regalia of the woman for whom the carving was made. N BeLastrin'e W TWit
we(TEk £ Wia{l

§ &p \So«tsfm e \pu Although collected in the North Eastern Transvaal, in an area T\(“e CoRvine wis

i inhabited by Tsonga speakers, the figure is stylistically reminiscent e

‘& (;eib& ) &o \&\e Sawqe ol Makonde or Yawo carving from East Africa, and rellects the L
( problems of attribution according to where a piece is collected.

f{b\.‘?. The carving is fine and striking in both its subject matter and its

resolution of form, although these same qualities make it somewhat
unconventional and enigmatic.

ExTRACT ¢Ra\

\Dms VXS ,

looran aHO AERICAH ARY,

O Co\lLECitoN,

Lecue 7. SacisS EOvfion

LouauMEs BURG  \q3o(?). ' ‘
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Scaled of " witn wlld hee's wzXe Lone

inlornants
a sCulpture made ecangAeing al.le Lo attord suach

exMensive .ter. \.‘AWSLR\'P'\" * CoMTRIBUTIoK 10 T RAOITIINAL Scuphugds
VWi

petore the [inal preparations are nade Lo house the carvingg,

-

all

|
4 ccremony sonetlmes lasting a few days and ni, hivs is helu, all f
icrbers oI the lamily (including all fena.es) imuast ve preseut. |
: K : . ‘ . : .
an aninal 1s ritually slaughtered and this varies with the status

ol the luanily.

It can be an ox or a goat, but sheep appear LO e
excladed.

‘ne ceremony is supervised by the medicine man and <
QrunLnlnge

2nd simgring ol praise songs is perforued during the

peilod. Lach niemver ol the clian

tries to comunicate ~ith the

—

ancestor represented by the figure, which is provisionally kept

in the hcase occupled by the senior temsle. 'This counianlication

~ 1s reached by falling into a state of trance, whereby the whole

tody shakes,

e e
i
e e

unce conwmiunication is establishied, cunversation is

nade in a lanuage which no cutsider ajppears to tully understand.
The languag

e 1s suid to he the language o1l the ancestor, ‘ihe

spirit is asked to live in peace with his lving descendants and

|
also asked to accent his new home. II one peirson fails to |

comraunicate then the ritual has to be repeated. after that the

medicine uian with his novices again consults the diviqging bole S |

to establish it the ancestor has accepted. atlterwaras he indicates
the place where the hut is to be built to house the figure. it can

flever ve an existing one,

l
This hut can also serve as the sleeping

hut of the [feriule head ol the clan who is acting as a 'caretuxker',

|
after completion of the new dwelling & small platiorm is erected

against the inner wall diagonaliy to the right when seen from the
entrance (

. . Wde 'y
with the door usually hinged on the right &ie). ‘the

!
figure is placed on this platform and is covered with a spotless

-

white cloth which nust always be kept clean., This is done because

9/ e



2
the wucester's spirit ap,eurs Lo be whib(:, like the water and tne

rny . wne inlorunant said 'at the sea the water and the sky unite,

. v { . .
oll wen come from the water, the suprene ;rod 11152r051des in all J
that is white, and she knowss that her cian cawme from the water of

ttie sea where the sun rises'., ‘The nlatform is aiso used es 4

s e g e —

shrine, of'ten with an ancestral tree planted in it and suriounded
by catabasnegs contalning nedicines. wontrance Lo the hut is iimited
v \
: : o |

Lo the seneoar lenale who appears elso to have a status similar to that

o

¢ riect,  snwll children are also allowed to enter, providing

tial they have not yet reached the age ol puberty. wunly when certa%n
1'1tuals are veiformed is the wh.ite cloth removed, but the tigure }
4111 not be ¢ nown to anybody. 'The statue is oniy attended to and

b Toio . Hat Futlly UunesAsiao0 , 1o fidans SUYy
consulted by this one person., W“-° Hai' PFuly 150,
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HORSTMANN GENERAL FILE

A GENERAL FILE CONTAINING NEWSPAPER AND MAGAZINE
ARTICLES ON "HORSTMANN COLLECTION" IS KEPT IN THE FILE:

1992.11.01 Northern Nguni stool, wood

Articles referring to specific works 1n the collection
are filed in the relevant file, not general file.
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Figure

wood, pokerwork, seed
75,4 x10x 13

Tsonga

acc no: 1992.11.53

Figure

wood, pokerwork
85x8x9,5
Tsonga

acc no: 1992.11.54

@ Figure

93

wood, pokerwork

43x 11 x 11
Tsonga
acc no: 1992.11.82

A

House guard
wood

255 x6x6
Lovedu

accec no: 1992.11.55
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