Africa in Clay

Pliable arts from across the continent

LAY ARTWORKS ARE as varied

as the populations of the world:
“There are dozens of different
typologies of clay,” says Clowes
professor of fine arts Suzanne Blier, corre-
sponding to different colors and textures
found throughout the earth’s river banks.
Viewers can admire the material’s surpris-
ing versatility on a single continent at the
Harvard Art Museums’ exhibition “Clay—
Modeling African Design” (through No-
vember 2021), curated by Blier, who is also
professor of African and African American
studies, and Jessica Levin Martinez, re-
search curator of African art initiatives.
The Nile and Congo rivers define two ma-
jor regions for ceramics. A sturdy, globular
jug from the nineteenth century, created
by skilled artisans (probably women) from
the Kongo culture, would not appear out of
place in a museum of modern art: its seem-
ingly improvised watery patterns, in earthy
blue, brown, and white, “evoke the Congo
River itself and the way it engages different
features of the landscape,” an exhibit label
reads. Clay also provides a canvas for more

tightly focused designs. A hollow cylinder
divided into three bands—the top and bot-
tom incised with feline-like creatures repre-
senting aristocracy, the center with a check-
ered, geometric pattern—was probably used
in funerary rituals. The longevity of ceramics
may have made them practical markers for
burial sites, explains Blier, and because clay
comes from the ground, where the dead are
buried, it is also linked to concepts about
the body, ancestral spirits, and the divine. In
ancient Egypt, tiny ceramic figurines made
of bright blue faience were buried with the
dead, to do their chores in the afterlife.
Most of the objects displayed—pottery,
masks, jewelry, an acoustic instrument
involve clay elements, but the exhibit also
invites viewers to explore the pliability of
other materials. An eye-catching photo-
graph by contemporary artist Alexis Pes-
kine, one of the few pieces not borrowed
from the Peabody Museum of Archaeology
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and Ethnology, shows two figures on a Sen-
egalese beach wearing tin cans, rice bags,
and plastic bottles refashioned into space-
age suits. A part of the Afrofuturist move-
ment, it combines pan-African themes with
modernity, technology, and self-determi-

nation—the ability to mold a new future.
The exhibit, and Blier’s recent research,
are bound up with larger historical ques-
tions. Why consider Africa as a unified
whole? One reason, she explains, is that
the division of the continent into regions—
North Africa as connected to the European
sphere, and sub-Saharan Africa on the pe-
riphery—is a relic of colonialism. “The Sa-
hara really did not exist as a wall between
northern and southern cultures,” she says.
An exhibit piece makes that point: a raf-
fia palm textile from the Kuba culture in
present-day Congo, adorned with geometric
patterns of mind-bending complexity. (A
wooden box in a similar style, shown above,
sits below it.) Such textiles were collected
early in Europe; they were considered luxu-
ry fabrics, like velours, and used in nativity
scenes and elsewhere, Blier says. “These have

been highly valued for a long time.”
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