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An early guitar piece by Francis Bebey, "Con-
cert pour un vieux masque," tells of a mask taken
from Africa and eventually placed by itself in a
museum. Torn from its human milieu and unable
to stand the cold solitude, the mask breaks. A
good deal of writing and exhibiting of African art
in the past thirty years has been devoted to reme-
dying the underlying problem of this musical
parable: the need to restore the human context in
which African art is born and flourishes, and
without which it loses so much of its meaning. In-
venting Masks, Zoe Strother's study of Pende mas-
querading in the central Congo (former Zaire),
sets itself in this line of work; Strother's purpose
is essentially to put Pende masks back on to the
dancers, so to speak, and to see the art form as a
whole. The mask, exhibited in the museum, is for
the non-Pende the visible tip of the iceberg; the
book is intended to define the hidden contours
and underpinnings of this metonymic object. The
thesis of the book is perhaps epitomized in the
quote from the sculptor Gitshiola Leon: "You can't
just invent a mask... You need a dance" (p. 22).

The book is divided into two parts. The first
(six chapters) describes the elements that go into

creating a mask (and its dance) and offers some
suggestions for appreciation of the shapes of
masks; the second (two chapters) offers an at-
tempt at a pre-colonial and colonial history of
masquerading. The book is also profusely illus-
trated with over 100 black and white photographs
and eight in color.

The first chapter describes the Pende and the
social world of the mask-dancing tradition, stress-
ing perhaps more the psychological and affective
aspects (rivalries of uncles and nephews, fears of
sorcery) rather than the performative. The brief
history of the Pende is amplified, with more lurid
detail on the colonial period, in the second part of
the book. The second chapter leads to the concept
of the mask as a whole mask and costume, music,
song, dance-steps, character and offers some spe-
cific examples to demonstrate the process. The
third chapter presents the costume and its most
important elements (e.g. the foot-rattles), with
suggestions on the components and characteris-
tics of the dance steps. The fourth chapter is de-
voted to the men who make masks, focussing on
the exceptional village of Nyoka-Munene where
Strother found a community of seven sculptors



and information on their predecessors (she starts
with Maluba, fl. 1870-1935).

The fifth and sixth chapters are devoted to the
appreciation of the masks in local terms; chapter
five discusses theories of physiognomy in the
most general sense before turning to specifically
Pende appreciation of different facial features:
forehead, eyes, mouth, nose, eyebrows; chapter
six offers a focussed discussion of variants of a
specific mask type (or, as she would term it, a
mask genre).

The second section, aimed at an art-history of
Pende masquerades, does not seem quite so suc-
cessful or effective as the first. The first of the two
chapters aims at identifying changes in style by
discussing pairs of masks from the central and the
eastern Pende on the presumption of a long sepa-
ration of the two groups and consequent indepen-
dent development of original basic types; this ob-
ject-centered discussion, reminiscent of a cata-
logue rather than a narrative history, is not partic-
ularly accessible. The last chapter, 'Masks in the
colonial period,’ raises enough questions about
continuity in masking styles (given the emphasis
on animal-masks in the period 1930-50) to make
one wonder about the whole enterprise. The cred-
ible connection of the colonial context with the
masking themes also suggests that this level of
presentation should have come much earlier in
the book, or perhaps that two books should have
been written.

The book has great strengths. Strother has
worked very closely with the Pende, and is honest
enough to show us some of the misperceptions
she brought to her fieldwork; she has clearly
learned a great deal and articulately expresses
her understanding of the Pende appreciation of
their masks. Her book represents a very signifi-
cant advance on the work of Leon de Sousberghe
whose L'art Pende (1959) has been hitherto the
standard treatment; her discussion of the differ-
ent mask types (in chapter seven and in the ap-
pendix) will probably set the benchmark.
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At the same time, the book leaves some gaps
and raises some questions. Inventing Masks is the
first monograph in English on Pende masks and
thus of necessity has a certain introductory func-
tion. This is not a distinction to which the author
has aspired; in fact, the book addresses itself to
problems essentially internal to the discipline of
art history such as the possibility of invention in a
'traditional’ society. Nevertheless, the book is like-
ly to become the primary source to which many
American (at least) readers will turn for informa-
tion.

>From this perspective, a signal absence in
the book is extended description of the performa-
tive aspects of mask-dancing: occasions, sponsor-
ship, participants, sequences, audience reaction
(and intervention?) and the like. It appears that in
the region where Strothers worked the masks
were largely secular, having lost an earlier ritual
function; the early ritual function was loosely as-
sociated with the building of community spirit,
and served as a meeting place of the spirits of the
dead with the living; there are tantalizing refer-
ences to masks used in women's rituals, and to
masks owned by chiefs; but there is no attempt to
integrate the perspective of what one might call
the ethnography of performance with the book's
discussion of mask genres. This does not mean
that she should have adopted some different theo-
retical perspective, merely that some essential in-
formation is lacking, although the discussion of
chapter eight demonstrates how vital the social
context is and how closely the masks may reflect
it. It seems unlikely that a proper history of the
masking genres could be given without attention
to the changing occasions of the performance and
the popular understanding of those occasions.
The discussion given in chapter one conveys per-
haps more of the emotional atmosphere of a per-
formance rather than some of these basic and
practical questions.

The absence of this sort of information means
that the masks under discussion are not fully re-



stored to their human context. Our picture of the
masks and their accoutrements is far more com-
plete, and our understanding of what we might
call the backstage elements is far clearer (this at
least one would expect from a student of Robert
Farris Thompson). These are masks in motion. But
in the final analysis, the focus of the book remains
tilted towards questions of surface and line and
texture, and there is still much to be said about
the place of masquerades in Pende life. That state-
ment requires the corollary: Strother's demon-
strable knowledge of the subject leaves little
doubt that she could provide this additional infor-
mation, and one hopes that at a later date she
will.
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