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Look Closer is a method. Hans Himmelheber was an art 
ethnologist, dealer, collector, and visual anthropologist who 
travelled to West and Central Africa thirteen times – as well 
as once to Alaska – between 1933 and 1976. His research is 
distinguished by his method of looking closer. He was one of 
the first to conduct interviews with individual artists, noting 
their names, asking about their aesthetic ideas, describing 
their innovativeness, and photographing how they "worked. 
In so doing he disproved the then-dominant assumption 
that artists in Africa were anonymous and limited by rigid 
traditions.

Look Closer is a collaborative project. The exhibition 
presents the results of a joint research project of the 
Museum Rietberg and the University of Zurich. We are a 
team of six historians and ethnologists who have been 
studying the Hans Himmelheber Archive for five years. We 
are interested in the production of knowledge, that is to  
say, the question of how Africa’s art is produced, passed on, 
and constantly changes. Himmelheber’s eye and African 
perspectives and voices are seen side by side. We are 
working closely with artists, scholars, and museum curators 
from the Ivory Coast and Congo.

The Hans Himmelheber Archive began in the colonial 
era and extended well into the postcolonial phase. In 
his archive we are confronted with the German word 
N— in various ways. Until the 1970s and beyond, it  
is found in his letters, manuscripts, and publications. 
Today, the use of this word is forbidden in any case. 
We do not want to expose anyone to this word and 
therefore do not cite it in our texts. When it cannot be 
avoided, as in book titles, we replace it with N—.

LOOK CLOSER.
African Art in the Himmelheber Archive
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Look Closer is a challenge. Are we critical enough in the face 
of the ambivalence of Himmelheber’s personality? His 
language, which was at times paternalistic and colonialist, 
contrasts with his great admiration for the artistic 
achievements of Africa’s sculptors. His work as a collector 
and dealer relates awkwardly to his contributions to Africa’s 
art history. These contradictions and rifts can also be felt  
in the exhibition in contemporary works by Désiré Amani, 
Obou Gbais, Michèle Magema, and David Shongo. Look 
Closer is an invitation to follow Himmelheber, to look more 
closely at and question his and our own ideas about Africa 
and its art and artists.

www.africa-art-archive.ch Entrance Smaragd
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Hans Himmelheber’s Leitz Leica camera
Loan from Martin Himmelheber

Hans Himmelheber traveled with several Leica cameras and 
later with Polaroid and film cameras. He used them to docu-
ment his research. On his journeys from 1933 to 1976, he took 
around 15,000 photographs. In 2013, his family donated his 
archive of photographs to the Museum Rietberg and financed 
its cataloguing. The focus was on suitable storage and enter-
ing the holdings into a database so that the photographs would 
also be accessible in the countries in which Himmelheber 
traveled.

Hans Himmelheber

Card index box “Völkerkunde nach Themen” 
(Ethnology by Theme)
1960 –1970
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.08-01

For his publications and for the distribution of his photographs, 
Hans Himmelheber compiled an extensive, thematically 
arranged collection of images. In seven cardboard boxes, he 
sorted his own photographs, purchased postcards, drawings, 
and sketches according to themes and subthemes. In the box 
exhibited here, he divided the theme “Ethnology” into the 
subcategories “Figures,” “modern N—art,” and “Clay”. Today 
these card boxes offer insights into Hans Himmelheber’s 
archival practices and the associated organization of knowl-
edge.

Woman artist in the Kuba style

Mboong Itool as a replica of a friction  
oracle with labels
Democratic Republic of the Congo, prior to 1939
Redwood powder; Museum Rietberg, 2020.378
Acquired in 1939 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

The Museum Rietberg houses more than 900 objects that Hans 
Himmelheber acquired on his travels. The majority of them are 
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from his private collection, which his family has been donating 
to the museums over the past ten years. The history of the 
objects can only be told when it is documented. Himmelheber 
was aware of that, as is clear from the numerous notes, num-
bers, and writing on the pieces. On the label for this object, he 
described how skillfully the artist recreated the smoothed 
side of a friction oracle that was used for divination.

Archival box
Written Archive Museum Rietberg

Hans Himmelheber left behind extensive documents and 
writings on his research and travels and his art dealing, 
teaching, and publishing activities. In 2016, these documents 
were given to the Museum Rietberg by the family. The cata-
logued archive of his writings can be searched via the muse-
um’s own database and a finding aid of around 200 pages. The 
files cover the period from the 1930s until Hans Himmelheber’s 
death in 2008 and extend to around 15 linear meters. Many of 
the documents from the period prior to World War II were 
destroyed in the bombing of Karlsruhe in 1942.

Paper clips
Ca. 1949 –2010
Written Archive Museum Rietberg

What holds an archive together when it consists of paper? 
There are many staples and paperclips that have to be care-
fully removed from the documents and correspondence, 
shipping papers and invoices, manuscripts and notes before 
these treasures of knowledge are stored in acid-free archival 
boxes, rearranged, and assigned keywords to make them 
accessible to researchers.
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Mask portraits  
as an experiment

In Western art history, a portrait was long equated with a 
realistic likeness of a person. But is that true worldwide and 
across the epochs? What is a portrait understood to be in the 
various regions of African art? How is the human being 
imagined there?

Motivated by these questions, Himmelheber conducted 
an innovative experiment in Ivory Coast in 1971. He asked 
four sculptors to carve a portrait mask of him. The results 
were very different. The mask on the left by the sculptor from 
the Senufo region looks most like Himmelheber. Its realistic 
design satisfies the Western notion of a likeness faithful  
to reality. By contrast, the mask on the right corresponds to  
the local artistic canon of portrait masks in the Dan region.

“Perhaps it is a fundamentally different view of what  
the likeness of a person is. Depicting an inner view of the 
 essence of a person that is not at all or only slightly expressed  
by his visible features” (1972).

1.0
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Himmelheber made it clear with his experimental series that 
every perception and depiction of a human being is shaped 
by culture and history. While the European tradition of art 
focuses on the individual and physical similarity, in many 
African societies social identity and idealized depiction are 
more important.

    

Eberhard Fischer

Hans Himmelheber with his portrait masks
Heidelberg, 1971
Color photograph; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg 

For his experiment, Himmelheber chose four sculptors from 
the three regions of art from Ivory Coast. He was interested in 
the question whether there was an art of the portrait in Africa 
as well. “I explained to him at length the reason I had come: 
that White people believe that Africans cannot carve portraits” 
(1972). Himmelheber proved the contrary with his experiment. 
The example on the left in the style of the Senufo region looks 
most like Himmelheber. But features of his physiognomy are 
recognizable in the other three masks as well.

Dje Abou Coulibaly

Portrait mask of Hans Himmelheber
Ivory Coast, Senufo region, Korhogo, January 13 –14, 1971
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2017.33
Acquired in 1971 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

The mask by the sculptor Dje Abou Coulibaly resembles Hans 
Himmelheber most closely. That is all the more remarkable 
because there has been no tradition of portraits in the Senufo 
region. For Himmelheber, this mask was the proof that artists 
in Africa can create naturalistic portraits. Himmelheber’s 
distinctive facial features – his low-lying eyes, his straight 
eyebrows, his tall forehead, and his narrow mouth – are repro-
duced exactly. Even the lines between his nose and the corners 
of his mouth and the dimple on his chin are recognizable.
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Ase Kouakou

Portrait mask of Hans Himmelheber
Ivory Coast, Baule region, Asuakro, February 6 – 8, 1971
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2017.34
Acquired in 1971 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

The Baule region in central Ivory Coast is one of the few areas 
in which portraits are made in the form both of sculptures and 
of masks. The sculptor Ase Kouakou had experience carving 
portraits before he participated in Himmelheber’s experiment. 
For his mask of Himmelheber, he used a special kind of wood 
called sebe in the Baule language, which has the advantage 
that it doesn’t crack. Similarities to Himmelheber’s face are 
evident especially in the upper half of the mask.

Tano Ndri

Portrait mask of Hans Himmelheber
Ivory Coast, Baule region, Bonikro, 1971
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2017.35
Acquired in 1971 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

Hans Himmelheber had photographed masks by Tano Ndri 
several years earlier. The sculptor carved masks in a secret 
place outside the village without the presence of the sitter. 
Women in particular were forbidden to watch the making of a 
mask. Tano Ndri also made Himmelheber’s mask in the 
absence of the sitter, whom he had previously met only briefly. 
As Himmelheber found with admiration, all four sculptors 
relied on particularly good visual memory.
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Jean Don Gba

Portrait mask of Hans Himmelheber
Ivory Coast, Dan region, Petit Baple, February 13, 15,  
and 17, 1971
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2017.36
Acquired in 1971 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

The mask by Jean Don Gba clings most closely the local art 
canon and corresponds to the Deangle mask type of the Dan 
region. At first glance, the portrait does not resemble Hans 
Himmelheber at all. Yet here too the low-lying eyes, the bulg-
ing eyebrows, the laugh wrinkles between his nose and corners 
of his mouth, and the groove between his nose and upper lip 
are recognizable. The sculptor told Himmelheber that he had 
designed the mask in the “modern style” and carved only 
narrow slits for the eyes.

Hans Himmelheber

Portrait of Dje Abou Coulibaly
Ivory Coast, Senufo region, Korhogo, January 13, 1971
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg, 
FHH 362-31

Forty-year-old Dje Abou Coulibaly had never carved a portrait 
before Hans Himmelheber’s experiment. The experienced 
sculptor needed only eight hours for his detailed mask of 
Himmelheber. He worked out the contours of the face from a 
block of hardwood using adzes and knives. He was the only 
one who had Himmelheber sit as a model, looking at him 
regularly and having him turn his head to reproduce his ears 
as precisely as possible. Coulibaly belonged to the group of 
carvers (Kulibele).
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Hans Himmelheber

Portrait of Ase Kouakou
Ivory Coast, Baule region, Asuakro, February 8, 1971
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg, FHH 
369-5

The sculptor Ase Kouakou, aged fifty, had already carved 
several portrait masks, including one of a French woman. As 
with his other pieces, his personal style is recognizable in his 
portrait mask of Himmelheber: in addition to soft forms, the 
triangular form of the face is typical of his signature style. He 
hardly looked at Himmelheber when making his portrait mask. 
The audience commented on his work repeatedly and drew his 
attention to deviations.

Hans Himmelheber

Portrait of Tano Ndri
Ivory Coast, Baule region, Bonikro, February 10, 1971
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg, 
FHH 369-16

For Himmelheber’s experiment, fifty-year-old Tano Ndri could 
rely on his long experience as an artist. There were many wood 
sculptors on his mother’s side of the family. When just eight, 
Tano Ndri began to carve yams and cassavas. He regularly 
observed his uncle sculpting and at the age of twelve began 
to carve wood himself. People often commissioned portrait 
masks from him.

Hans Himmelheber

Portrait of Jean Don Gba
Ivory Coast, Dan region, Petit Baple, February 1971
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 374-13

At the age of forty, Jean Don Gba was considered a talented 
sculptor and received commissions even from beyond the Dan 
region. Yet Gba only began carving at thirty-three. To produce 
the mask of Himmelheber, he worked for three days and need 
fourteen hours in all. Himmelheber saw him as an artist: “It is 
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difficult to see why Jean sometimes works on this part of the 
face, sometimes on that. One sense that this expresses the 
truly ‘artistic’: a sense of delicate modeling that is necessary” 
(Himmelheber 1972).

Workshop in the Senufo style

Mask, Kpelie
Ivory Coast, 1st half of the 20th cent.
Wood, string; Museum Rietberg, 2018.145
Acquired between 1952 and 1971 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

One group in the Senufo region was the carvers (Kulibele). In 
the city of Korhogo, they worked for both the local market and 
the Western market. Whereas masks like this Kpelie have to 
conform to an established artistic canon, the sculptors have 
more freedom with works for international customers. In the 
case of the portrait mask of Himmelheber, Dje Abou Coulibaly 
broke with the local stylistic requirements and developed a 
style of his own that was very naturalistic and, as Himmelhe-
ber suspected, influenced by European models.

Artist from the circle of the master of Yasua

Entertainment mask
Ivory Coast, Baule region, 1st half of the 20th cent.
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2018.281
Acquired between 1933 and 1975 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

The two masks in the middle are in the Baule style of central 
Ivory Coast. The flat face and the edge to which a costume was 
fastened are typical. The Dan sculptor Jean Don Gba pointed 
out another characteristic feature to Himmelheber: whereas 
is in the Dan style – like the mask on the far right – the nostrils 
and openings of the nose are carefully worked out, here that 
is not the case. Instead, the lower part of the nose is abstracted 
and simply interpreted as an edge.
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Artist in the Baule style

Yellow entertainment mask
Ivory Coast, prior to 1962
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2018.202
Acquired in 1962–63 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

For Hans Himmelheber, the great skill of sculptors was demon-
strated by how well they handled adze and knife. The finished 
carving was smoothed with rough leaves of the Ficus aperifolia, 
a type of fig tree, or sandpaper, a knife blade, or a scraper. 
Normally, the bright wood is stained dark or, as in the case of 
this yellow portrait mask, painted with oils. Himmelheber had 
all four masks for his experiment smoothed but not painted, 
so that the characteristics of his face would stand out more 
clearly.

Artist in the Dan style

Mask, Deangle
Liberia, prior to 1965
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2015.243
Acquired in 1965 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

The sculptor Jean Don Gba drew Himmelheber’s attention to 
a difference between masks in the Dan style (right) and in the 
Baule style (center): “When my mask is finished, it will be 
different from the two masks that the Baule carved [he has 
not seen them]. The Baule carve the nose very simply, but we 
Dan carve everything, the nostrils, the cheeks” (1972). As usual, 
the portrait mask of Himmelheber was hollowed out in the 
back so that it could be worn in front of the face.
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Artist in the Baule style

Portrait mask with horns, Ndoma
Ivory Coast, prior to 1935
Wood, horn; Museum Rietberg, 2017.653
Acquired between 1933 and 1935 by Hans Himmelheber
From 1935: Ernst Heinrich or Mr. Seeger, Stuttgart
Ca. late 1930s Jahre to ca. 1960s: Georg Kegel, Hamburg
Ca. 1960s – 2017 Boris Kegel-Konietzko
Purchased with funds from the memorial celebration  
for Ruth Rahn

In the Baule region, Ndoma masks are carved modeled on 
individuals. This mask was the portrait of an important mem-
ber of the village and bore his name. The sculptor did not, 
however, try to reproduce the details of the person’s face 
faithfully, but instead created an idealized image that con-
forms to Baule ideas of beauty: high forehead, sunken eyelids, 
calm expression. At festivals, the people portrayed sometimes 
danced with their “doppelgänger”. Assigning names and 
performing individualized the mask.

Artist in the Dan style

Portrait figure of a woman, Lü Mä
Liberia, prior to 1960
Wood, sheet metal; Museum Rietberg, 2018.73
Acquired in 1960 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

In the Dan and We regions, a wealthy man would sometimes 
have a figure (Lü Mä) made of his favorite wife and name it 
after her to honor her. In order to emphasize the similarity to 
the wife selected, the sculpture underscored the individual 
features of her face and body. The local idea of a beautiful 
woman was also crucial to the design: beautifully braided hair, 
long neck, high forehead, white eyes. The possession of such 
a portrait figure increased respect for the husband as well as 
for the wife depicted.

019

020

Artist in the Yoruba style

Figure of a male twin, Ere Ibeji
Nigeria, prior to 1960
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2018.77
Acquired prior to 1960 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

Twins occupied a special place in in Yoruba culture. After a 
twin died, the mother had a Ere Ibeji figure made in his or her 
memory. The free part of the twin soul thus had a place to stay. 
The small figure was ritually bathed, fed, dressed, and carried 
around to ward off further misfortune. The sculpture bore no 
resemblance to the deceased child but was rather an idealized 
depiction of an adult. But the mother saw it as a portrait of 
her child.

Woman artist in the Akan style

Memorial figure of a woman, Mma
Ivory Coast, prior to 1932
Terracotta with lacquer coating; Museum Rietberg, RAF 451
Acquired prior to 1932 by Eduard von der Heydt
Gift of Eduard von der Heydt

When a man or, as here, a woman of royal descent in the Akan 
Anyi region died, a terracotta figure was produced in memo-
riam. The potter did not attempt a realistic or idealized portrait. 
To capture the spirit of the person, she called on the ghost of 
the deceased woman to reveal herself in a bowl of palm oil. 
The heads of the memorial figures often leaned backward with 
their eyes pointed upward. At the same time, the long, grace-
ful neck and the jewelry lend the figure individual features.
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HIMMELHEBER
“Watch their feet!” With that advice – as the family recalls 
it – Hans Himmelheber redirected their eyes from the carved 
wooden face of a masked figure to the feet and the equally 
important dance steps of a performance. Himmelheber was 
an extremely visual person who stood out for his method  
of looking closely and documenting.

With no institutional association, he made fourteen 
journeys for research and collection that took him to Alaska 
and the Democratic Republic of the Congo and repeatedly 
over decades to Ivory Coast and Liberia. His baggage 
included not only his portable typewriter and notebooks  
but above all the latest camera to photograph and film the 
production of art where it happened. This resulted in an 
extensive archive of objects, photographs, films, writings, 
and publications whose multimedia quality reflects 
Himmelheber’s idea of art, to explore the making of art in 
Africa by looking closely and precisely.

The Hans Himmelheber Archive provides information 
about his diverse activities as an art anthropologist, field 
researcher, dealer and collector, visual anthropologist, 
author, editor, and university teacher. His archive also 
contains clues about many other people as well. In addition 
to his international network, it was above all his family who 
accompanied him on several of his journeys and supported 
his research and collecting. Without the contribution of  
his African coworkers, interpreters, and trusted colleagues, 
without the numerous local conversation partners, his  
work would not have been possible. His close, sometimes 
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ambivalent relationships with several of them – such as 
George Tahmen – are presented on the stage in the center  
of the exhibition that is dedicated to the collaborative 
production of knowledge.

Here you can find more information 
about the biography of Hans 
Himmelheber:

https://qr.rietberg.ch/himmelheber-biographie
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Himmelheber as Collector  
and Dealer

Hans Himmelheber’s interest in African art started with the 
art market. In Paris in the late 1920s, he encountered artifacts 
from Africa, Asia, and Oceania and began to deal in them. His 
first journey to Africa, Ivory Coast, took place in 1933 for his 
dissertation. Alongside his research, he acquired numerous 
objects locally on behalf of museums and galleries. But 
Himmelheber remained an independent scholar all of his life 
and made his living selling artworks, photographs, and 
zoological objects.

On his travels he purchased hundreds to thousands of 
objects from the inhabitants of the villages he visited or 
directly from artists and dealers on the local and regional  
art markets. When purchasing pieces, he benefited, on the 
one hand, from the inequality of power resulting from 
colonization and the economic divide between him and his 
trading partners. On the other hand, he also purchased 
numerous pieces through his assistants such as translators 
and porters.

Artifacts acquired by Himmelheber can be found in 
many museums and private collections in the Global North, 
He provided the museums with detailed information about 
the making, origin, and use of the objects.

2.1 Catalogue of Afrikanische Plastik (African 
Sculpture) exhibition, Berlin Secession 
Berlin, 1932
Bibliothek Museum Rietberg, AF/G 600/87 (S)

Hans Himmelheber lent works for the first time to the Berlin 
Secession exhibition in 1932, along with such collectors as 
Eduard von der Heydt and Nell Walden. On the eve of National 
Socialist art policy, this exhibition still featured a global 
understanding of art. A little later, objects from Africa would 
no longer be perceived as art but as documents of foreign 
societies that were regarded as inferior. Himmelheber coun-
tered that view in the research work he was beginning around 
this time.

Artist in the Torres Strait style

Mask, Mawa
Australia, Queensland, Saibai, early 20th cent.
Wood, plant fibers, shells, pigment; Musée d’ethnographie  
de Genève, ETHOC 013621
Acquired prior to 1932 on the art market by  
Hans Himmelheber
Purchased in 1932 by the Musée d'ethnographie de Genève

Letters from Hans Himmelheber to the Musée 
d’ethnographie de Genève
20.11.1932; 16.1.1933
Reproduction; Musée d’ethnographie de Genève

Even before travelling to West Africa for the first time, Himmel- 
heber sold pieces to museums that he had acquired in the art 
trade. These objects came from all over the world, as demon-
strated by this Australian mask, acquired from him by the 
Musée d'ethnographie in Geneva. Museums in Basel and 
Geneva later gave him specific tasks to supplement their 
collections. His trading later sometimes stood in the way of 
being taken seriously as a scholar.
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Hans Himmelheber

Arrangement of purchased objects
Liberia, Dan region, Blole, 1950
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 201-8

In 1949, Hans Himmelheber traveled to Liberia for the first 
time. He resumed his research activities from before the war 
and, as on his previous journeys, purchased numerous objects 
on behalf of museums and galleries. He and his wife, Ulrike, 
inventoried more than 600 artifacts from Liberia on a list and 
photographed them in carefully numbered arrangements. This 
written and photographic documentation provides important 
clues to the precise origin of the objects.

Hans Himmelheber

Portrait of Duasese, head of the Snake Society
Liberia, Dan region, Buutuo, January 7, 1950
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 199-7

Artist in the Dan style

Spoon, Wakemia
Liberia, Blole, prior to 1950, Wood
Acquired in 1950 by Hans Himmelheber
Loan from Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

Ulrike Himmelheber’s diary of their journey 
through Liberia
1949 –1950
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.01-02.02

Local go-betweens and assistants played a central role in 
acquiring objects. Interpreters, porters, and other trusted 
workers informed the local population that Himmelheber was 
interested in buying objects or simply purchased them for him 
This large ceremonial spoon was acquired by the Himmel-
hebers in the village of Kafege. Ulrike Himmelheber wrote in 
her diary that they had been accompanied by the “head of the 
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snake society” named Duasese, and had “acquired the beau-
tiful spoon” for them. The portrait of Duasese seen on the wall 
was taken the next day.

Collecting list
1949 –1950
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.03-06.02

Museums and galleries were not Himmelheber’s only custom-
ers. On his journey through Liberia in the years 1949 and 1950, 
he also purchased objects for the gallerist Erhard Weyhe in 
New York and the gallerist Lore Kegel in Hamburg. The collect-
ing list that the Himmelhebers compiled during the journey 
gives the date, place, and type of object as well as information 
about the pieces’ use or origin and notes on resale. For exam-
ple, the small mask on the wall, at bottom left in the photo-
graph, went to Lore Kegel.

Artist in the Dan style

Mask from the arrangement
Liberia, Flole, prior to 1950
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2018.165
Acquired in 1950 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

Artist in the Dan style

Tankagle mask from the arrangement
Liberia, Zeile, prior to 1950
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2018.164
Acquired in 1950 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

Hans Himmelheber kept an important part of the objects  
he collected in his private collection and used them for  
his scholarly work. These two masks from the Dan region in 
northeastern Liberia remained in his private collection  
until his death. He published illustrations of this impressive 
Tankagle entertainment mask repeatedly in books and articles. 
Together with his photographs and notes, objects he pur-
chased in Africa were the basis for his publications.
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Artist in the Dan style

Anklet with list of previous owners
Liberia, Nyor Diaple, early 20th cent.
Brass; Museum Rietberg, 2018.171
Family collection, four generations (Grein, Mommi,  
Maia, Laua)
Acquired in 1976 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

Hans Himmelheber returned repeatedly to the same places 
over the course of his career. Building long-term relationships 
changed the nature of his research and acquisition of art in 
Africa. The Liberian town Nyor Diaple was an important center 
for his research. Around twenty-six years after Hans Himmel-
heber came to the village for the first time, in 1950, he acquired 
a decorated, yellow-brass anklet there in 1976. On a slip 
Himmelheber noted the generations of previous owners and 
the circumstances of acquiring it, which testifies to consid-
erable knowledge of his trading partners.

Index for a piece of jewelry from the 
arrangement Himmelheber sold to the 
Museum für Völkerkunde in Basel
Ca. 1950
Reproduction; Museum der Kulturen Basel, III 10819

The Museum für Völkerkunde in Basel (now Museum der 
Kulturen) and the Musée d’ethnographie in Geneva were 
already important financial supports for Himmelheber’s even 
before the war. Unlike French, British, and German museums, 
Swiss museums could not collect objects from their country’s 
own colonies and were thus interested in acquiring from 
Himmelheber. Both the chest pendant from the Museum in 
Basel illustrated on this index card and a small mask from the 
museum in Geneva are visible in the photograph on the wall.
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Unknown photographer

Hans Himmelheber purchasing objects
Ivory Coast, Baule region, Saundi, 1934
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 82-30

Unknown photographer

Female head of a village and Hans 
Himmelheber in a staged scene of an 
acquisition
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Kuba region,  
March 8, 1939
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 185-37

There are only a few photographs of Himmelheber acquiring 
objects. These two from Ivory Coast (1934) and the Belgian 
Congo (1939) date from the colonial period. With an out-
stretched hand, he is negotiating with the owners – in the case 
of the Congo with the female head of a village. These photo-
graphs were carefully staged. Himmelheber wanted to show 
how he purchased the objects locally and publicly in exchange 
for money.

Georges Labitte

The museum of the Institut Français  
de l’Afrique Noire
Ivory Coast, Abidjan, 1947, now Musée des civilisations  
de Ivory Coast
Photothèque de l'Institut Fondamental de l’Afrique Noire, 
Dakar, © IFAN SAV

Hans Himmelheber was in close contact with the museums in 
the countries where he traveled. He exchanged information 
with experts and received support for his travels, sometimes 
making donations of selected objects to the museums (e.g., 
Abidjan, Alaska, Kinshasa). This view of the museum in Abidjan, 
founded by the French colonial administration in 1942, was 
arranged according to the Western principle of the white cube 
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Export permit from Liberia
February 7, 1953
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.01-03.02

Himmelheber was in close contact with government posts in 
the countries where he traveled to obtain permission to con-
duct research and export objects. In 1952, Hans Himmelheber 
traveled to Liberia again. This export permit shows the extent 
of his acquisitions. Beginning in 1949 he also purchased 
zoological objects on behalf of ethnological museums and 
institutions, such as the “Monkey Skulls” listed here, and 
collected insects. He financed his early travels and his research 
with the profits from such trading.

Business files of Hans Himmelheber: Offerings 
and their documentation
1960s 
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.03-06.01

Artist in the Guere style

Powder horn
Ivory Coast, prior to 1963
Brass; Museum Rietberg, 2018.296
Acquired in 1963 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

Himmelheber compiled portfolios of the objects he was 
offering to sell with detailed descriptions and small prints of 
photographs. He systematically noted the date and place of 
purchase and to whom he had offered the object. Sometimes 
years passed before an object was sold.
He assigned Roman numerals to his fourteen journeys, which 
he sometimes indicated with labels pasted on the objects. The 
object types were assigned lowercase letters, for example, 
“m” for “mask” and “l” for spoon (Ger. Löffel). He also assigned 
a consecutive number to each object.
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and according to object types. The museum thus demonstrated 
that it was more about art and aesthetic principles and less 
about documenting local cultures. The collection was based 
on “missions” that the French had arranged for the purpose 
of collection and research. Europeans headed this institution 
until the 1970s.

Letter from Georges Mandel, Governor General  
of the Afrique Orientale Française
Paris, October 4, 1938
Archives Nationales de la Côte d’Ivoire, Abidjan, 0 606 (31)

After his first two journeys to the Ivory Coast in 1933 and 
1934 – 35, Himmelheber was being monitored by the French 
colonial government. He was accused of doing a lucrative 
business disguised as scholarship. He was said to have con-
ducted a veritable raid (“un véritable rafle d’objets artistiques”). 
In 1938, when the Belgian ethnologist Frans Olbrechts was also 
planning a journey for the purpose of research and collecting, 
the colonial government felt obliged to issue rules for export. 
At the same time, it was working to build a museum in Abidjan.

Letter from Gabriel L. Dennis, Foreign Minister  
of Liberia, to Hans Himmelheber
Monrovia, September 5, 1950
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.01-04.05

Himmelheber cultivated relationships with government posts 
in the countries he traveled. That was also true in the case of 
Liberia, which had been founded by former slaves from the 
United States and had been independent since 1847. Himmel-
heber was in contact with high-ranking politicians and civil 
servants concerning the organization of his travels.
His cultivation of relationships included Himmelheber helping 
Liberian students to obtain scholarships to study in Germany. 
That was seen very positively by the government, as this letter 
from Gabriel Dennis, the Foreign Minister of Liberia, shows.

034

035



30 31

Letter to Lore Kegel from Monrovia
Liberia, January 3, 1956
Museum Rietberg, Written Archive, HH. 03-05.01

Himmelheber sold his objects to galleries and dealers in 
Germany, France, and the United States. In this letter to Lore 
Kegel, a gallerist and collector from Hamburg, he is informing 
her about the circumstances of acquisition. He writes that he 
had been received more warmly on his second visit to the Dan 
region (Gio) because he had signaled that he wanted to join a 
secret association. On his first journey to Liberia, by contrast, 
his short stay in the village and his overly direct approach to 
the people had been a hindrance and he was sometimes 
mistaken for a missionary.

Diary of Hans Himmelheber’s trip to Bouaké
Ivory Coast, October 7 – 22, 1962
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.01-02.06

In 1962 Himmelheber traveled to Bouaké in Ivory Coast for an 
international conference titled “Tradition et modernism en 
Afrique Noire.” Entries in his diary indicate how closely his 
acquisitions were related to his scholarly activity. On October 
10, he made a “large purchase” in Abidjan for 4000 deutsch-
marks. Days later, he had the objects packed in three crates 
and received an export permit from the Direction des Beaux-
Arts.

Hans Himmelheber

View of the Marché d’objets d’art africains
Ivory Coast, Dan region, Man, 1975
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 391-21

Already in the colonial period but especially after they gained 
independence, many countries in West and Central Africa 
developed a global art trade. Local art markets and art trade 
associations formed. African art dealers traveled to the Global 
North, and art production increasingly focused on interna-
tional demand. Himmelheber was one of this first to address 
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this new subject of research. In his publications, he reported 
not only on the workings of the art trade but also about the 
lives of the dealers.

Hans Himmelheber

The art dealer Asman Abdulamid
Ivory Coast, Dan region, Man, 1975
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 392-21

After his second-to-last journey to Africa, Himmelheber wrote 
an essay in 1975 on African art dealers in Ivory Coast. He had 
interviewed art dealers about their sources and their careers. 
Over the years, it had become increasingly difficult to acquire 
“traditional” objects. He spotted mass production from the 
uniformity of the objects that he called "art for export.” He had 
published previously on tourist and airport art.
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Unknown Photographer

Hans Himmelheber filming the carver  
Banga Sjui
Ivory Coast, Bété-Region, Biegjue, 26. Januar 1965
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,
FHH 330-20

Hans Himmelheber used various audiovisual media for his 
research into the production of art in Africa. Still and film 
cameras were especially important instruments for him. He 
always had the latest technology. Already on his second 
journey in 1935 he made wax-cylinder recordings of the vocal 
and instrumental music of the Baule region. Later used his 
reel-to-reel or cassette tape recorders to record interviews 
with story tellers as well as instrumental music and singing.

Hans Himmelheber

Ulrike Himmelheber taking notes on accounts 
of people’s lives
Liberia, Dan region, Garplay, 1950
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 207-4

Beginning in Ulrike Himmelheber, traveled to Liberia and Ivory 
Coast with her husband five times. The couple did research 
and published together. In 1957, Ulrike Himmelheber published 
the book Schwarze Schwester (Black Sister), part travelogue 
and part ethnological study focusing on the lives of women 
from Liberia. The Himmelheber Archive includes diverse 
photographs, notes, and correspondence by her shedding light 
on the interconnectedness of their joint research work.
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Himmelheber as Researcher
Hans Himmelheber’s scholarship is distinguished by its 
thematic and methodological diversity. He was one of the 
first to conduct his own studies of art historical issues in 
Africa that were based on his observations. Even before  
the field of visual anthropology had been established, he  
was using a camera, tape recorder, and film camera, so  
that his own family described him a “visual person.” Already 
during his first field research in 1933, he photographed 
sculptors in Ivory Coast working and interviewed them about 
their aesthetic ideas.

That resulted in writing the first dissertation on African 
art for a German university in 1935. Numerous other  publica-
tions followed, including a standard work on Africa’s art and 
artists (1960), in which he categorized the works historically 
and stylistically within a history of art unique to Africa. He 
was also interested in other subjects, ranging from personal 
life stories by way of fairy tales to religion, as well as the art 
market and cultural change.

Himmelheber was often accompanied by his family and 
was supported above all by his wife and sons. The biggest 
role in their joint production of knowledge was, however, 
played by their local assistants and conversation partners.
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Hans Himmelheber

Eberhard Fischer watching Si carve  
a portrait spoon
Liberia, Dan region, Nyor Diaple; 1960
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 310-30

When just eighteen, Eberhard Fischer accompanied his father 
for the first time to Liberia. His task was to document the 
process of making sculptures. One method was to note the 
individual steps minute-by-minute and take series of photo-
graphs or shoot film. In 1972, Eberhard Fischer was appointed 
director of the Museum Rietberg and dedicated himself to the 
work of artists in Africa and India. The approach to art and 
artists of both ethnologists has shaped the history of the 
Museum Rietberg up to the present.

Hans Himmelheber

George Tahmen making sound recordings  
of a masked performance
Ivory Coast, Dan region, Katuo, 1955/56
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg;  
FHH 254-37

George Tahmen was Hans Himmelheber’s most important 
collaborator in Liberia. Their close but not always harmonious 
relationship spanned Himmelheber’s entire postwar career 
as a scholar. In 1950, when he was just eighteen, Tahmen began 
working as an interpreter for the Himmelhebers and in the 
years that followed he served as an informant and trading 
partner and as fellow researcher and coauthor. Here he is seen 
recording a mask performance that Hans and Ulrike Himmel-
heber were photographing and their assistant Werner Schau-
fler was filming at the same time.
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Hans Himmelheber’s Paillard-Bolex film camera
Loan from Martin Himmelheber

The quality and quantity of his audiovisual archive makes it 
clear how progressive Hans Himmelheber was when it came 
to technology. He took the latest cameras and tape recordings 
along on his journeys: from a wax-cylinder phonograph and in 
1935 a Leica camera by way of a Bolex camera in the 1950s to 
a Super 8 camera with a magnetic soundtrack when he last 
travelled to Africa in 1976. He also used Polaroid cameras early 
on to that he could give people photographs of themselves. In 
order to remember how the equipment functioned, he pasted 
small slips with instructions to it.

Contact prints of the mask performance in 
Katuo with George Tahmen
Ivory Coast, Dan region, Katuo, 1955/56
Museum Rietberg; FHH 267-20c

Hans Himmelheber used contact prints to organize his exten-
sive photo archive of around 15,000 black-and-white negatives. 
He left behind on these sheets of small photographs his 
unmistakable signature of valuable notes. Today they provide 
us with information about the place and time of each photo-
graph as well the context in which they were taken. Looking at 
the sheets also makes it clear how important these series of 
photograph were as aids to documenting how artists worked.

Brief questionnaire for the artists
Undated
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.01-01.15

Hans Himmelheber was one of the first art scholars to interview 
artists. His catalogue of questions was broad and ranged from 
the artists’ training by way of their careers to their aesthetic 
ideas. The questions, which he also had his collaborator Georg 
Tahmen ask, included “Was anyone in your family a carver? Who 
taught you? Do you work only on the basis of commissions or 
also for your own satisfaction? Do you always make the same 
pieces or do you strive to innovate? Where do you find your 
inspiration?”
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Ulrike Himmelheber’s notebook on the 
working methods of the metal caster  
Ténéna Coulibaly
1970
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.01-01.08

Ulrike Himmelheber took these notes on the making of a metal 
ask in 1970 –71 while observing the methods of the caster 
Ténéna Coulibaly in Korhogo. While she wrote down the steps 
of lost-mold casting, Hans Himmelheber photographed the 
process. This kind of joint research made a dense, multimedia 
documentation possible. They published the results in a joint 
article in 1975: “Guss einer Metallmaske bei den Senufo” 
(Metal-mask casting of the Senufo).

Hans Himmelheber

Film about Biniate Kambre making the 
Bateba figure 
Ivory Coast, Lobi region, Tiamne, February 20/21, 1965

Hans Himmelheber used both a still camera and a film camera 
to document the process of making this Bateba figure. Biniate 
Kambre needed six and a half hours, split over two days, to 
work the wood block with adzes and knives to make the figure. 
As with other sculptors, Himmelheber was fascinated with 
how quickly and skillfully Kambre worked with his tools, 
having begun carving when he was only twelve. Artists could 
rely on their experience, their skill, and their visual memory.
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Biniate Kambre

Figure of a woman, Bateba
Ivory Coast, Lobi region, 1965
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2015.238
Acquired in 1965 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of the community of heirs of Hans Himmelheber

In 1965, Hans Himmelheber spent three weeks researching 
the art of the Lobi region, which at the time was not well 
known. He not only had long conversations with Biniate Kam-
bre about his family and his role as deviner and shrine owner 
but also documented in detail for the first time the process of 
making a sculpture, which he then purchased from the artist. 
The account he published in his article that year lists the 
techniques and tools used.

“Minute-by-minute” notes on Biniate
1965
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.01-01.11

Hans Himmelheber would spend hours or even days observing 
artists working and noted, minute by minute, the steps of their 
work and the tools used. At the same time, he documented 
everything with a camera. In an article on carving technique 
among the Lobi, he described his multimedia approach: “When 
I had asked Biniate (Kambre) ahead of time whether he would 
carve a figure for me so I could observe and film him doing it, 
it agreed immediately. During the filming and photographing, 
I took notes. 3.55 p.m. Carving work begins …”.
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Samogo Silue (ca. 1950 – ?)

Painted textile with masked figures of the 
Poro secret society
Ivory Coast, Senufo region, Korhogo, 1970
Fabric, paint; Museum Rietberg, 2017.668
Acquired in 1970 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

In 1970, Hans Himmelheber discovered modern fabric painting 
as a subject for his research. The first studies he wrote at the 
time concerned art produced for the Western market that had 
previously been little regarded and dismissed as “airport art.” 
In an article in the scholarly journal Tribus (1974), Himmel-
heber argued that painted cloths from the Senufo region 
depicted masked figures that belonged to the Poro secret 
society and that had not been known in the literature or in 
museums previous.

Hans Himmelheber

Samogo Silue painting the textile
Ivory Coast, Senufo region, Korhogo, December 29, 1970
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 350-11

Hans Himmelheber

Soro Nagoungo using a knife blade to  
paint a motif on fabric
Ivory Coast, Senufo region, Nupie, December 28, 1970
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 350-4

In the Senufo region, modern painting evolved from older 
practices for painting geometric patterns on the costumes of 
masked figures and hunting shirts. Although the figurative 
motifs represented an innovation, the technique was the same. 
The paint was applied not with a brush but with the dull blade 
of a knife. To produce the black coloring, the painter first made 
drawings using a mixture containing iron obtained from a river 
sponge (Spongillidae) and then a medium from plant fibers 
containing alkalis (a tanning agent).
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Hans Himmelheber

Painted fabrics in the Senufo style in front of 
a hotel in Abidjan
Ivory Coast, Abidjan, 1970
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 348-2

Hans Himmelheber traced the new style of painting in Korhogo 
and environs back the Zurich art dealer Emil Storrer. In 1964 
Storrer and the textile manufacturer Escarré encouraged the 
production of larger textiles for the local market but above all 
for tourists. In Abidjan, the new textiles were offered by street 
merchants, as seen in this photograph that Himmelheber took 
from his hotel window. Today such so-called sponge painting 
has become established as a genre of its own, popular both 
abroad in in the cities.

Slips with descriptions on Samogo  
Silue’s sheet
Written Archive Museum Rietberg

Hans Himmelheber documented not only the painting of 
textiles but also purchased the large sheet after Samogo Silue 
had finished it. He had the painter explain the individual motifs 
in detail and noted everything on small slips that he pinned to 
the fabric. Several of the masked figures depicted appeared 
at funerals for members of the Poro society and were consid-
ered especially dangerous. The guinea hens at top right, by 
contrast, did not have a special meaning; the painter added 
them at the client’s request.
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Workshop in the Senufo style

Double-headed helmet mask, Wanyugo
Ivory Coast, 1st half of the 20th cent.
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2018.5
Acquired between 1952 and 1971 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

At bottom left of the large textile, there is a Wanyugo – Himmel-
heber calls it a Wambele – a masked figure from the Poro 
association. Especially at funerals for members of the secret 
society, various masked creatures that were regarded as more 
or less dangerous appeared in public. This type of mask 
combined various frightening animals such as crocodiles and 
warthogs. Antilope horns and two monkeys decorate the upper 
part. The wild animals depicted refer to the power and potency 
of the mask.

057 Himmelheber as a University 
Teacher

Hans Himmelheber had close connections to the United 
States from the 1930s onward, where he taught as a visiting 
professor in the art history department of Columbia 
University in New York several times and regularly gave 
lectures. He corresponded extensively with his colleagues 
and had friendly relationships with leading art dealers  
and collectors. Himmelheber’s new view of the art of Africa, 
which was based on his field research, was far more 
influential in the world of universities and museums there 
than in Europe.

In 1966 and 1969, Himmelheber, who was a popular and 
enthusiastic university teacher, taught the course African Art 
History. His students included many who would later become 
famous art historians and curators, such as Monni Adams, 
Suzanne Preston Blier, Henry Drewal, and Susan Vogel. When 
teaching Himmelheber set great store by looking closely and 
encouraged his students to think and judge for themselves 
when he presented examples from his own research and 
showed films, slides, photographs, and catalogues of African 
art works. His original exam questions show him to have  
been a talented teacher.
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Letter from Monni Adams to Eberhard Fischer
New York, June 27, 1966
Private archive of Eberhard Fischer

Monni Adams, one of Hans Himmelheber’s students in the 
1960s, later became an influential art anthropologist who 
taught African art history at Columbia University and at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). Himmelheber’s 
son, Eberhard Fischer, had met her in Basel, and she wrote to 
him an enthusiastic letter: “Dear Eberhard, Dr. Himmelheber 
was a great treasure a jewel in our crown while he was here. 
He was much appreciated by the students and has left an 
indelible stamp on the students.”

Two exam booklets by Himmelheber’s 
students at Columbia University
African Art History lecture course, Columbia University  
New York, 1969
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.04-05.02 (part 1 of 5)

Because they lasted three hours, Hans Himmelheber’s exams 
were notorious among the students at Columbia University but 
they were also greatly appreciated. One of the questions was: 
“The terms ‘primitive art,’ ‘tribal art’ and the German 
‘naturvölkische Kunst’ (verbally meaning ‘art of nature peo-
ples’) are under discussion. What do you think about each of 
them? What other term would you think to be more appropri-
ate?” Monni Adams wrote in a letter to Eberhard Fischer: “His 
final exam was a knock-out. I think we will frame it on the wall 
in the office ….”
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Lecture manuscript with announcement of 
Africa on our Minds pinned to it
African Art History lecture course, Columbia University  
New York, 1969
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.04-05.02 (part 3 of 5)

Himmelheber pinned a newspaper clipping of a reference to the 
event Africa on Our Minds in Harlem. Organized by the African 
Jazz Arts Society and Studios (AJASS), “Harlem black nation-
alists”, as the brief announcement in the newspaper put it, it 
was a response to the exhibition Harlem on My Mind at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1969, which did not show a 
single work by a Black artist. Himmelheber observed with 
interest the African-American civil rights movement, which he 
commented on in his letters home.

Hans Himmelheber’s teacher’s  
identification card
USA, Columbia University New York, 1969
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.05-01

During his visiting professorships, the head of the Himmel-
heber family lived modestly and resided in the university’s 
International House or in an apartment on Morningside Drive 
in a “monk-like existence,” as he wrote to a friend. To his wife, 
Ulrike, who visited him in the United States, he wrote almost 
daily about his impressions and experiences. He had numerous 
contacts to collectors, dealers, and gallerists and their fami-
lies and was often invited to their homes. He in turn repeatedly 
invited people to Heidelberg.

Hans Himmelheber’s library card
USA, Columbia University, New York, 1966
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.05-01

Himmelheber spent lots of time in the library and worked 
intensely on his lectures, classes, and manuscripts. He also 
left campus with his students to visit art dealers, galleries, 
exhibitions, and museums. The idea was to give them experi-
ence of seeing as many objects and works of art as possible 
with their own eyes.
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Identification card of Columbia University
USA, Columbia University New York, 1966
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.05-01

Hans Himmelheber had only a single photograph of himself 
from his time at Columbia University. Larry Amey had photo-
graphed him sitting in the sun and reading on the steps of a 
Columbia building and sent him the photograph in a letter. 
Himmelheber wrote in a thank-you letter to his former student 
Amey: “I am very much impressed of my professional dignity 
on that picture but my wife says I look like a clochard.” He was 
very pleased by the photograph and mentioned it in the letter 
to his student Johnson.

Letter from a former student at Columbia  
University
Joe Johnson to Hans Himmelheber, December 23, 1969
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.02-1969

Many of his former students asked Hans Himmelheber for 
references and letters of recommendation, including Joe 
Johnson, who had applied to Harvard University. Johnson 
included a photograph of himself in his letter of December 23, 
1969, in case his former teacher no longer remembered his 
name. That was not the case. Himmelheber wrote a glowing 
reference for Johnson and warmly invited him and his friends 
to Heidelberg.

Letter on the African Art History lecture course
Hans Himmelheber to Douglas Fraser, Juni 12, 1966
Written Archive Museum Rietberg, HH.02-1966

In November 1969, Himmelheber wrote about his students, 
some of whom had already done research in Africa and were 
working as curators: “I have a great Africa class.” He told 
Douglas Fraser about his first stay at Columbia University: “I 
have the highest praise for your students. From the second 
lecture onwards I felt sympathy on their part; they very kindly 
pardoned whatever went wrong. Then, the final examination, 
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I was amazed to see how freely they handled the facts I had 
laid before them, how on the basis of this material they pro-
duced new ideas.”

Photographs and questions from final exams
African Art History lecture course, Columbia University New 
York, 1969
Film, Museum Rietberg 2023

Hans Himmelheber’s exam had three parts: a test with pho-
tographs with fourteen pairs of slides of African artworks and 
masked performances, several questions, and an essay sec-
tion. One of the questions was: “Do you see any fundamental 
or superficial differences between the African artist and the 
occidental artist?” Himmelheber emphasized close looking 
and independent thinking. The worst grade he gave was a B+. 
He also showed photographs, slides, films, and art catalogues 
in his lectures. He took students to dealers, galleries, and 
exhibitions so they could look at works of art.
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(A) Place Power(s) Science
Ethnographers do not usually simply stumble upon 
phenomena like rituals or masked dances that they  
then study. Instead, such performances are usually instead 
negotiated in advance and presented for foreigners. 
Relationships with important local people were crucial  
to the success of such negotiations.

This can be demonstrated with examples of archival 
documents of Hans Himmelheber’s research in Nyor Diaple, 
Liberia, between 1949 and 1976. Only thanks to his 
relationships with residents of the village Nyor Diaple  
and his friendship with George Tahmen (1931–2003) was 
Hans Himmelheber able to successfully conduct his research 
on crafts, masks, and rituals. These relationships were 
marked with mutual respect and admiration but also by 
ambivalence, conflicts, and power interests on both sides.

For this film, fragments from the archive—diary  
entries, films, photographs, and notes—were placed in a 
partially fictive sequence in order to reveal the social and 
political dynamics on which ethnological field research is 
based. We did not use photographs and films of secret parts  
of the rituals documented by Himmelheber.

Here you can learn more about the  
life and work of George Tahmen:

https://qr.rietberg.ch/tahmen

3.0 Tame (ca. 1900–1965)

Bagle-Maske namens Ngedi
Liberia, Dan-Region, Nyor Diaple, 1920er Jahre
Holz, Metall, Baumwolle, Farbpigmente
George Tahmen
Um 1980 erworben von Eberhard Fischer
Leihgabe Eberhard und Barbara Fischer

Diese Bagle-Maskengestalt namens Ngedi stammt aus dem 
Dorf Nyor Diaple und ist ein Werk des Schnitzers Tame, dem 
Vater von George Tahmen. 1960 fotografierten Hans Himmel-
heber und sein Sohn Eberhard Fischer, der als sein Assistent 
mitreiste, diese Maske bei einem Auftritt. Eine Maskengestalt 
desselben Typs, genannt Slü, war in den 1970er Jahren in Nyor 
Diaple aktiv, als Himmelheber und seine Mitforschenden 
erneut im Dorf zu Gast waren. In den 1980er Jahren schickte 
George Tahmen die Maske zu Eberhard Fischer.

Place Power(s) Science
Films, photographs, correspondence, and diary entries, 
Liberia and Heidelberg, 1949–76
CH, 2023
Length of the video: 8 minutes

Obou Gbais b.1992)

Modern Gué Gon (Modern Mask of a Youth)
Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, and Berlin, Germany, 2023
Commissioned by the Museum Rietberg

The Ivorian artist Obou Gbais , who has roots in the Dan region 
of Côte d’Ivoire, created this modern reinterpretation of a Dan 
mask using photographs from Hans Himmelheber’s archive. 
He is appropriating a historical documentation of his own 
culture that had been colored by Himmelheber’s European 
perspective. At the same time, as he does so often in his work, 
he plays with questions of his own identity as a young,  
cosmopolitan artist in a globalized world, whose ambiguities 
and contradictions he symbolizes by wearing a Dan mask.
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ARTISTS
Hans Himmelheber was one of the first art anthropologists 
who paid attention to the makers of the works, which at  
the beginning of the twentieth-century were highly regarded 
by avant-garde artists and collectors. Almost no one was 
interested in the makers of these highly praised sculptures 
and masks, however. The dominant opinion was that artists 
in Africa were largely anonymous and constrained by rigid 
guidelines. With his field research on individual author - 
ship, Himmelheber was able to disprove that. He recorded 
the names of sculptors, asked them about their careers  
and aesthetic ideas, and documented how they worked.

One important insight of Himmelheber’s studies was 
that the artists were often known even beyond their 
immediate vicinity. He also described the “distinctive style” 
of sculptors whose individual artistic signature differed  
from that of others. In his later works, moreover, he showed 
how artists created entirely new mask types and subjects 
and found inspiration in paintings and photographs from 
 all over the world.

As important as Himmelheber’s approach was, his 
Western-influenced concept of the artist was ambivalent.  
It assumed that artists were creative from a pure need to 
create and produced something special on for the sake  
of aesthetics. As Himmelheber had already established, 
however, the production of art was often just a side job or 
was even collaborative work in workshops. 

As was common at the time, women were excluded  
from Himmelheber’s understanding of art. Only in a few 
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Kouakoudili and John Boss –  
The first artists’ names

In 1933 Hans Himmelheber traveled to Ivory Coast for the 
first time. His research interest focused on the sculptors of 
the Baule and Guro regions. The resulting dissertation 
(1934) was his very first publication dedicated to artists in 
Africa. Himmelheber conducted around twenty interviews 
with sculptors, described their work and social status, and 
asked them about their artistic liberties. One of them was 
Kouakoudili, the first sculpture from Ivory Coast whose 
name, appearance, and masks and figures we know thanks  
to Himmelheber’s work.

To provide a comparison for his studies of artists in  
Ivory Coast, Himmelheber traveled to Alaska in 1936 – 37 to 
study the art of the indigenous population on the Kuskokwim  
River and Nunivak Island. In the book he published in 1938, 
he portrayed several of the artists, male and female, whom  
he interviewed and documented the artistic methods of  
their painting, drawing, and carving. He described the painter  
John Boss of Bethel as especially talented and had long 
conversations with him about the narrative character of 
Alaskan art. He compared it to the aesthetic and decorative 
aspects of African art.

4.1exceptional cases did he recognize the products their artistic 
talents as “art.” Himmelheber nevertheless recorded the 
name of several women artists.

Désiré Amani

Dialogue des cultures et générations –  
Dialogue of cultures and generations
Film of performance on March 18, 2023
Commissioned by the Museum Rietberg

People go through the world and draw on the spiritual poten-
tial of nature. Désiré Amani, who calls himself a performatol-
ogist, engages with Hans Himmelheber Archive in a performance 
that overpowers the senses. He recalls the collective memory 
passed on from generation to generation. By confronting the 
objects and photographs that Himmelheber brought back from 
his travels, this performance artist from Ivory Coast develops 
his own visions about Africa’s past, present, and future.
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Kouakoudili (ca. 1890 –?)

Mask with horns and bird
Ivory Coast, Yaure region, 1910 – 20
Wood, kaolin, red pigment; Museum Rietberg, 2017.642
Ca. 1945 – 52: Ludwig Bretschneider, München
Until 2001: Josef Wiedemann, Munich
2001 –17: private collection in Germany
2017: Tribal Art 86, Zemanek-Münster, lot 275
Acquired with funds from the Rietberg-Kreis

Probably born around 1890, Kouakoudili was living in the vil-
lage of Kubi when Himmelheber met him in 1933. His repertoire 
included figures and sacred masks that he made for Yaure and 
Guro clients well beyond the borders of his village. It took him 
two days to carve a mask and more than twice that to do the 
detail work and paint it. Kouakoudili emphasized to Himmel-
heber that such careful work was worthwhile because clients 
paid him more than they would have for crudely carved works.

Hans Himmelheber

John Boss painting a drum
USA, Alaska, Yupik region, Bethel, 1936
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 21-1

Hans Himmelheber photographed John Boss in Bethel in 1936 
painting a scene on a drum. The heads of such drums were 
made from walrus stomachs and the paintbrushes from 
squirrel hair. Boss not only demonstrated the practical steps 
to Himmelheber but also explained the meaning of various 
graphic elements of the local painting. The frequency with 
which Himmelheber cites Boss in his book on the art of the 
Yupic region suggests that the conversations between the two 
men were especially fruitful.
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Hans Himmelheber

Portrait of Kouakoudili
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 59-33

This is one of the first photographs of an artist Africa whose 
name has been passed down: Kouakoudili. Before he became 
a sculptor, Kouakoudili had learned weaving. Himmelheber 
remarked about artistic freedom: “Interviewing the artists 
revealed that nearly every one of them strives to make some-
thing new and better than his predecessors and contempo-
raries. Kouakoudili does it now (he says: compared to his 
apprenticeship) better than the old artists. He says he is 
constantly changing, ‘developing.’ That is how the artists’ 
individual styles result.”

Hans Himmelheber 

Four masks by the sculptor Kouakoudili
Ivory Coast, Yaure region, Kubi, 1933
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 56-31

Hans Himmelheber was interested in the expressiveness of 
masks and asked about how to interpret them. The sculptor 
Kouakoudili explained to him that the form of the mouth 
reveals the state of mind expressed by the mask. He explained 
the four masks in this photograph (from left to right) as follows: 
“chewing tobacco” (lips wide apart), “sadness” (lips pursed), 
“whistling” (lips rounded), “satisfied smile” (crescent-shaped 
mouth). Kouakoudili’s individual style is also clearly recogniz-
able in these four masks.
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Hans Himmelheber 

Drumhead with the story of a widow  
chasing off a pack of wolves
USA, Alaska, Yupik region, 1936
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 27-1

Another of Himmelsheber’s conversation partners was the 
painter Kusma, with whom he spoke about the narrative 
aspect of the motifs on drums. The stories revolved around 
important events in the lives of ancestors and also contained 
elements of fantasy. For example, this scene tells the story of 
Kusma’s great-grandmother who used magic to set a fire to 
save herself and her four children from a pack of wolves. 
Himmelheber acquired the drum from the artist and donated 
it to the University of Alaska Museum, along with other drums.

Hans Himmelheber 

Documentation of the two walrus figures 
after their purchase
USA, Alaska, Yupik region, Bethel, 1936
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 21-12

Artist in the Yupik style

Figure of a fish and two figures of a walrus
USA, Alaska, Bethel, prior to 1936
Walrus ivory; Museum Rietberg, 2022.385, 2022.386, 2022.387
Acquired in 1936 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

Walruses, seals, and fish were popular motifs for animal fig-
ures carved from walrus tusks. Himmelheber documented 
their making and also purchased several examples. Carvings 
of animals were among the first types of objects produced to 
sell to sailors and other travelers. With the rise of industrial 
whaling in the nineteenth century, more travelers visited the 
region and demand for such figures increased rapidly. When 
Hans Himmelheber spent the winter in Alaska in 1936, pro-
duction for the market was already in full swing.
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Artist in the Yupik style 

Two bird figurines, Meteghlluwaaghet
USA, Alaska, prior to 1936
Walrus ivory; Museum Rietberg, RNA 106a, b
Acquired in 1936 by Hans Himmelheber
Bis 1984 Charles Ratton, Paris
Gift of Eberhard Fischer and Lorenz Homberger

The carving of animal figures and tools from ivory has a history 
of more than two millennia in the indigenous societies of 
Alaska. Animal figures were used as amulets or toys. These 
swimming birds are game pieces for a dice game that had 
spread across northern Alaska, Canada, and Greenland and is 
still played today. The rules of the game differ but usually 
concern which birds stand upright and which lie on their side 
after being cast. 

Artist in the Yupik style

Knife, Ulaaq
USA, Alaska, Bethel, prior to 1936
Walrus ivory, copper; Museum Rietberg, 2022.388
Acquired in 1936 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

Many of the objects that Himmelheber purchased in Alaska 
were everyday items such as knives, harpoons, and fire drills. 
This knife, known as an Ulaaq, consists of a rounded blade and 
a vertical handle. This form has existed, using different mate-
rials, for several thousand years and is now produced indus-
trially as well. Women used these knives for a variety of daily 
tasks: from making a fur parka to skinning a seal.

078

079



56 57

Hans Himmelheber

Portrait of the artist Sra
Liberia, Cess River, Yuopie, 1952
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 224-5

Hans Himmelheber

Bowl by Sra that Himmelheber purchased
Liberia, Cess River, 1952
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 226-28

When Hans Himmelheber took Sra’s portrait in 1952, he was 
already elderly and scarred by many years of illness. Because 
he was no longer making art, Himmelheber was unable to 
observe him working. On his travels, however, he came across 
works by Sra again and again and purchased them, including 
this monumental wooden bowl, which in this photograph is 
being held up by the interpreter Henry Kratti.

Sra (ca. 1885 –1955)

Double spoon, Wakemia
Liberia, Dan region, Belewale, prior to 1949
Wood, pigments, plant fibers; Museum Rietberg, 2022.4
Acquired ca. 1950 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

Himmelheber was interested in the aesthetic principles of 
sculptors and carvers. With his ceremonial spoon, Sra was 
realizing the local ideal of beauty. For example, a beautiful 
woman is distinguished by a tall forehead, artfully braided 
hair, and half-closed eyes. The neck was emphasized with 
several rings as signs of wealth and health. Sra saw himself 
as a good portraitist, and so this woman may be a likeness of 
the spoon’s owner.
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Sra – An Outstanding Artist
The Dan region of Liberia and of Ivory Coast became an 
important site for Hans Himmelheber’s postwar research. 
Between 1949 and 1976 he traveled to the region nine  
times and documented the local production of art. He spoke 
to artists and studied the social and religious life of the 
population.

In 1952 Himmelheber met the artist Sra, who was already 
sick at the time, and had extensive conversations with him. 
Sra offered insights into his biography as a sculptor and his 
self-image as an artist.

“My name is Sra. ‘Sra’ means ‘god.’ People gave me that 
name because, like a god, I am able to create beautiful things with 
my hands.” (1960)

Himmelheber called Sra a true artist because he was 
distinguished by his enormous talent and his inner urge to 
create art, independently of commissions. Sra’s bold use of 
form and the great respect he enjoyed from his students and 
the local population also impressed Himmelheber and led 
him to the conclusion that Sra was the “greatest artist in the 
country.”

4.2



58 59

Sra (ca. 1885 –1955)

Hippopotamus mask, Bié
Liberia, Dan region, Belewale, ca. 1930
Wood, pigments, plant fibers; Museum Rietberg, 2022.406
Acquired 1952 by Hans Himmelheber
Purchased with funds from the Rietberg-Kreis

Sra (ca. 1885 –1955)

Large mask with scarred forehead
Liberia, Dan region, Belewale, ca. 1930
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2013.245
Acquired ca. 1950 by Hans Himmelheber
Acquired with funds from the Rietberg-Kreis

Work such as these two imposing masks demonstrate Sra’s 
tendency to bold, powerful forms and often sweeping dimen-
sions in his works: such masked figures from the Dan region –
known as Glewa – were especially powerful creatures who 
performed the functions of, among others, judges and peace-
makers; they could vary considerably in form. Sra told Himmel-
heber that he liked to carve especially powerful masks that, in 
his words, “can decide wars.”

Sra (ca. 1885 –1955)

Gameboard with human heads,   
Ma Kpon
Liberia, Dan region, ca. 1930
Wood, sheet metal; Museum Rietberg, 2018.10
Acquired between 1949 and 1960 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

From the 1930s onward, Himmelheber documented the aes-
thetic sense of the societies he was studied and asked the 
views not only of artists but also, for example, of his assistants. 
The works of Sra were judged to be extraordinary compared 
to those of other carvers and were popular among powerful 
figures both locally and regionally. For example, the chief Djudi 
in Toulepleu, Ivory Coast, commissioned Sra to make game-
boards, as Himmelheber noted. Such boards were used to play 
Mankala, a game widespread in sub-Saharan Africa.
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 Unknown women  
artists 

Most of the objects added to the canon of African art in 
Europe over the course of the twentieth century were made 
by men, because the production of the carvings and metal 
casts that were popular in Europe was the domain of men in 
many regions of Africa. Objects made by women, such as 
basketry and pottery, were usually classified as “crafts” and 
thus considered to be of lesser value.

The artists whom Hans Himmelheber interviewed over 
the course of his career about their work and whose names 
he published were thus almost exclusively men. In most 
cases, Himmelheber, too, did not consider objects made by 
women to be art, so they played a minor role in his art 
historical studies. In his eyes, only a few African women were 
truly artists. Thus, their identity often remained unknown.

Although almost no women artists were identified by 
name in Himmelheber’s publications, artworks by women are 
nevertheless evident in some places in his archive: he 
acquired works made by women, documented their work,  
and photographed the everyday use of their pieces.
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Hans Himmelheber

Story-knifing: Maggie Lind draws a picture  
in the sand with an ivory knife
USA, Alaska, Yupik region, Bethel, 1936
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 15-32

Himmelheber only rarely mentioned a female artist by name, 
as he did Maggie Lind, a young artist from the Yupik region of 
Alaska. He was profoundly impressed by the creativity and 
artistic sense of the women and girls he met during his field 
research in Alaska in 1936 – 37. Their works were, however, 
ephemeral: pictures drawn in sand or snow with a knife to 
illustrate story telling were immediately smoothed out again 
to draw the next scene.

Hans Himmelheber

The master potter Tape Gozi
Ivory Coast, Bété region, Biegjue, 1965
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 330-7

Although women played only a marginal role in Himmlheber’s 
publications on African art, as early as the 1930s he photo-
graphed women artists working. These series of photographs – 
and later also films – offers valuable insights into the history 
of artistic production. In some cases, the names of the women 
are also found in the archive. For example, in 1965 Himmel heber 
photographed a woman in the Bété region of Ivory Coast and 
noted on his list of photographs: “Tape Gozi, master potter.”

Hans Himmelheber

An artist embroiders a raffia fabric
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Kuba region, 1939
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 184-5

Raffia textiles from the Kuba region of the Congo became 
especially famous early on in Europe and inspired such paint-
ers as Pablo Picasso and Gustav Klimt. The textiles were a 

084

085

086

communal effort: men wove the fabrics that were worn when 
dancing. Women embroidered them with expressive graphic 
patterns. Himmelheber wrote in his travel diary in January 
1939: “Two important things should be noted about Bakuba 
art in the meantime: there are women artists. They make the 
most beautiful velours.”

Eberhard Fischer

The potter Deabali at work
Liberia, Dan region, Nyor Diaple, 1960
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 306-14

Hans Himmelheber did not do research on women potters 
himself but delegated the task to his son Eberhard Fischer, 
who accompanied him to Liberia as an assistant in 1960. His 
in-depth portrait of the potter Deabali in Nyor Diaple is the 
most detailed documentation of the work of a female artist in 
the context of Himmelheber’s field research.

Female artist in the Dan style

Palm wine vessel
Liberia, prior to 1960
Terracotta; Museum Rietberg, 2020.522
Acquired in 1960 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

As in many regions of Africa, the art of pottery was a field for 
women in the Dan region of Liberia. Works in clay like this palm 
wine vessel were status objects and were distinguished by 
simple, elegant design and simple ornaments without figura-
tion.
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Female artist in the style of Bamessing

Palm wine vessel with four frogs
Cameroon, Cameroon Grasslands, ca. 1900
Terracotta; Museum Rietberg, RAF 781
Han Coray, Agnuzzo
Hans Wolf, Zurich
Until 1993 Helmut and Marianne Zimmer, Zurich
Gift of Helmut and Marianne Zimmer

For Hans Himmelheber, the figurative ceramics of the Cameroon 
Grasslands represented one example of “true” art created by 
women. In his view, they were among the most delicate works 
produced in Africa and were in no way inferior to the objects 
made by men. It was precisely the skillful figuration that made 
these objects art for Himmelheber. This vessel for palm wine, 
for example, has frogs as symbols of fertility and of life.

Woman artist in the Kuba style

Mboong Itool in geometrical forms
Democratic Republic of the Congo, prior to 1939
Redwood powder; Museum Rietberg, 2018.24, 2018.33
Acquired in 1939 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

On his journey through the Belgian Congo in 1938–39, Hans 
Himmelheber saw how creative Kuba men and women were. 
Women not only produced richly decorated textiles and works 
in clay but also these objects, known as Mboong Itool, formed 
from redwood powder with water and sand. They are figurines 
in a wide variety of abstract and figurative forms that func-
tioned as prestigious grave gifts.
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Male and female artist in the Kuba style

Cylindrical container and replica,   
Mboong Itool
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Kuba, prior to 1939
Redwood powder; Museum Rietberg, 2018.97, 2020.368
Acquired in 1939 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

For Hans Himmelheber, Mboong Itool were works of art and 
their makers artists. This subtly decorated three-dimensional 
piece is based on a jar (next to it is the fully functional original, 
made by a man). The lid of the replica cannot be removed to 
store something in it. This purposelessness caught Himmel-
heber’s eye. For him, this sculpture embodied the idea of Art 
for Art’s Sake created for aesthetic pleasure.

Female artist in the Dan style

Basket with lid
Liberia, prior to 1960
Plant fibers; Museum Rietberg, 2020.396
Acquired in 1960 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

In the Dan region of Liberia, works like this small basket were 
the work of women. This type of basketry, with its decorative 
and regularly reversing patterns, demanded great skill of the 
maker. For Hans Himmelheber, however, such objects should 
not be considered art. Nevertheless, on his journeys he photo-
graphed their making and acquired examples of such baskets 
to sell them to museums as “ethnographica.”
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Sabou bi Boti – The First  
Monograph on an Artist 

In 1968, Hans Himmelheber observed an impressive masked 
ensemble performing and asked about the masks’ maker:  
he was given the name of the locally famous sculptor Sabou 
bi Boti (ca. 1920 – 2021) of Tibeita. Years later, he documented 
his skill. Boti came from a family of carvers and began to 
work wood at the age of five. His repertoire included not only 
sacred masks but also the modern entertainment masks  
with painted groups of figures that became fashionable after 
Ivory Coast became independent. Only a few sculptors could 
carve complex genre scenes as well as he could. His 
customers were from the region as well as from the United 
States and Europe. The artist had high expectations for 
himself: “I just hope that the mask works. Whenever you take  
up a block of wood, your heart trembles. Only when you are 
finished carving you are satisfied.” (1984)

In the 1970s and 1980s Hans and Ulrike Himmelheber, 
along with Eberhard and Barbara Fischer, visited Sabou bi 
Boti several times, documenting his work and having 
extended conversations about his life and work. This led to 
the first monograph about a sculptor from Africa: Boti: Ein 
Maskenschnitzer der Guro, Elfenbeinküste (1993).

4.4 Hans Himmelheber

The sculptor Sabou bi Boti with friends
Ivory Coast, Guro region, Tibeita, 1975
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 382-2

Sabou bi Boti, or “Boti, Son of Sabou,” learned carving from 
his father, who was also a famous wood carver. Boti was a 
diverse artist, who also had knowledge of weaving and forging. 
He was also considered a talented drummer and in the 1970s 
belonged to the national dance group of Ivory Coast, with 
which he also toured abroad. Deeply impressed, Hans Himmel-
heber reported on Boti’s extraordinary talents, with which he 
averted a whirlwind threatening his house with a hand gesture.

Hans Himmelheber

Sabou bi Boti making a mask with  
Dan acrobats
Ivory Coast, Guro region, Tibeita, 1975
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 384-5

The Himmelheber-Fischer research team documented in detail 
the making of this colorful mask with three acrobats. Thanks 
to notes and photographs, every move the sculptor’s hand can 
be followed. Boti’s tools were adzes, chisels, and knives of 
various sizes. The sculptor needed six days in all to carve the 
mask from a piece wood and paint it with oils. The documen-
tation of the process makes it clear how precise, systematic, 
and practiced his approach to the task was.
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Sabou bi Boti (ca. 1920 –2021) 

Ceremonial spoon with decorated handle,  
Iri Ganä 
Ivory Coast, Guro region, Tibeita, prior to 1975
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2014.106, 2014.108, 2014.114, 
2014.116
Acquired in 1975 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

For Hans and Ulrike Himmelheber, Sabou bi Boti carved several 
spoons with a wide variety of motifs to demonstrate the range 
of his creative talent. According to Boti, the possession of a 
prestigious spoon with a woman’s head was reserved for 
important figures. This example with a curved handle and bird’s 
head was made as a gift for a son-in-law. To blacken it, Boti 
used the juice of a plant containing tannic acid and a ferric 
sludge. Other functional objects in his repertoire included 
drums, heddle pulleys, and small chairs.

Sabou bi Boti (ca. 1920 – 2021)

Mask with scene of Dan acrobats, Sauli
Ivory Coast, Guro region, Tibeita, 1975
Wood, oil paint; Museum Rietberg, 2014.1
Acquired in 1975 by Eberhard and Barbara Fischer
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

Sabou bi Boti carved this Sauli mask in Tibeita in 1975 for Hans 
Himmelheber and Eberhard Fischer, who meticulously docu-
mented the six-day process of making it. Boti found inspiration 
for new creations from local and national historical events as 
well as from paintings and photographs. This group of figures 
is identifiable as three Dan acrobats whose performance he 
had watched. The scene looks incredibly lifelike and realistic. 
The verve and power of the whirling bodies are evident.
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Hans Himmelheber

Sauli mask with weaver by Sabou bi Boti
Ivory Coast, Guro region, Nuanufla, 1968
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 343-5

The sculptor Sabou bi Boti frequently conceived new groups 
of figures for his masking, finding inspiration in his daily life. 
The scene here shows a weaver working at his loom. Even 
details such as the two pedals, the harness with the heddle 
pulley, and the warp threads weighed down with a stone are 
recognizable. Sabou bi Boti won second prize in a national 
sculptors’ competition for this new mask motif.

Anja Soldat / N’guessan Clautaire Soldat

Boti receiving an order for his lifework
Abidjan, March 19, 2019

When he was over a hundred years old, two years before he 
died, Sabou bi Boti received a late honor: the Ministère de la 
Culture et de la Francophonie awarded him the Ivorian Order 
of Merit. The occasion was a book presentation in Abidjan of 
the new French translation of the monograph Boti: Un sculp-
teur de masques des Gouro, Côte d’Ivoire by Fischer / Himmel-
heber (published by the Museum Rietberg and the Fondation 
Koblé des Mandé Sud). Publications and exhibitions on Boti 
made the artist famous both within his country and beyond 
its borders.
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Sabou bi Boti (ca. 1920 –2021)

Mask with horns, Sauli
Ivory Coast, Guro region, Tibeita, 1975
Wood, oil paint; Museum Rietberg, 2014.2
Acquired in 1975 by Eberhard and Barbara Fischer
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

From the 1950s onward, many new mask types emerged in the 
Guro region that were used for entertainment at festivals and 
dance competitions, funerals, and government events. Sabou 
bi Boti’s masks were especially inventive and reveal his per-
sonal style: this mask face is elongated; the eyelids are nearly 
closed in an arc. The large, pointed chin and the crescent- 
shaped, sharp-edged mouth are particularly distinctive. The 
sculptor carved this mask too as a commission from Hans 
Himmelheber.

099 Innovations and 
Mami Wata

One persistent prejudice about African art was that it 
operates only within the narrow limits of the given regional 
style. Hans Himmelheber was able to prove the contrary  
with his research. He was one of the first to document how 
African artists refer to current events and expand the canon 
of their art with new forms, colors, materials, and motifs.
 One trend current at the time that the art anthropolo-
gist was the first to identify was the “baroquization,” that  
is, the accumulation of unusual motifs on a given work of art. 
That include a new type of mask depicting Mami Wata, a 
female water spirit, dancing with snakes. Himmelheber was 
able  
to show that the motif was based on a lithograph of a snake 
charmer that had been printed in Bombay (now Mumbai). 
Via the new mass media, the image of Mami Wata traveled 
from India to Africa and the Caribbean, always being read  
and interpreted in new ways.
 These innovations took place during the social and 
political upheavals of the 1960s, when more and more African 
countries were becoming independent. At the same time, the 
production of art for the Western market was increasing. 
Artists opened up new markets and had more freedom to 
experiment.
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Hans Himmelheber

Sauli mask with male figure in  
Western clothing
Ivory Coast, Guro region, Nouanoufla, February 5, 1968
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 343-18

This mask represents a man in European clothing supported 
by two elephants. After the independence of Ivory Coast, Hans 
Himmelheber observed an increase in new mask types refer-
ring to the world of postcolonial life. In his view, this disproved 
the assumption that the art of Africa was in decline as a result 
of colonialization, missionary work, and Islamization. Rather, 
the new economic and political developments and the sense 
of a new dawn would provide the still-young nation-state with 
impetus for new forms of entertainment and fashions.

Hans Himmelheber

A masterpiece of “airport art”
Ivory Coast, Senufo region, 1963
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 321-4

In the 1960s, professional carvers of the Senufo region were 
already producing large quantities of objects for the Western 
market. Production in workshops was swift, since they were 
paid by the piece. In Himmelheber’s view, this sculpture, which 
he discovered at the Marché des antiquités in Abidjan, repre-
sented an exception. In his view, a “true” artist had shown his 
“genius” here: “The powerful, ‘bulky’ in a good sense, highly 
abstract design recalls Barlach” (Himmelheber 1967). 
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Hans Himmelheber

Modern figures of yellow brass in the  
“insect style”
Ivory Coast, origin: Burkina Faso, 1975
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 392-14

In contrast to many of his contemporaries, Hans Himmelheber 
was interested in the design of modern sculptures, even those 
produced for tourists. For example, he described the “insect 
style,” a term he used to describe objects such as these metal 
figures with bodies and limbs elongated like those of crickets. 
The new trends were diametrically opposed to older forms: 
“instead of the stocky massiveness of bodies and limbs, here 
there was fragile thinness, instead of compactness, here 
looseness” (1974).

Artist in the Guro style

Mask with seated female figure, Dye
Ivory Coast, Haut-Sassandra, prior to 1960
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2018.74
Acquired prior to 1960 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

The most important stylistic features of African art are said 
to be a reduced formal idiom and coloration. Hans Himmelhe-
ber observed an opposite trend of “baroquization,” that is, an 
accumulation of motifs on one and the same work. In the case 
of this mask in the classic Guro style, the face and the figure 
no longer form a unity but appear to have, as Hans Himmel-
heber expressed it, “gone out of control”. The disproportionally 
large female figure in bright wood, with her legs spread widely, 
dominated the small, darkly stained mask.
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Hans Himmelheber 

Sauli masked figure with Mami Wata, 
photographed at a funeral
Ivory Coast, Guro region, Tibeita, 1975
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 382-17

In the 1960s and 1970s Hans Himmelheber documented with 
his still and film cameras the new mask types with names such 
as Seri, Flali, Sauli, and Tau. The first thing about these masks 
was that they were painted bright colors. Second, the imagi-
natively designed groups of figures were intended to entertain 
and surprise the audience. These opulent new creations 
featured scenes from everyday village life (e.g., a funeral) as 
well as modern life, for example, depictions of soccer players 
and politicians. The Mami Wata motif was especially popular.

Hans Himmelheber

Sauli mask with Mami Wata motif
Ivory Coast, Guro region, mask carved in Dionfla, 
photographed in Nouanoufla, February 5, 1968
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg, FHH

This Mami Wata mask is similar to the mask with a greenish 
face: from the long fingers of the fist by way of the windings 
of the snake to the wedge used to fasten the group of figures 
to the head of the mask. The sculptor had presumably seen 
the performance with this mask and derived inspiration from 
the older example when carving. The Mami Wata motif was 
repeatedly transformed and reinterpreted in visual art.
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Artist in the Guere style

Male mask with bullet casings
Ivory Coast or Liberia, 1st half of the 20th cent.
Wood, textile, porcupine quills, bullet casings, metal alloy, 
plant fibers; Museum Rietberg, 2018.60
Acquired between 1962 and 1976 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

According to Hans Himmelheber, the opulent appearance of 
the figurative masks of the Guere region cries out for the 
description “baroque.” The face of his mask has a mouth 
baring teeth with a red tongue popping out. Its eyes and nose 
are emphatically bulky. The face is the mask is dramaticized 
with blue and white. The beard is composed of numerous 
bullet casings and carved leopard’s teeth. The mask was 
supplemented by an elaborate feather ornament and a lavish 
costume.

Artist in the Guro style

Heddle pulley with elephant and male figure
Ivory Coast, prior to 1965
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2015.242
Acquired in 1965 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

The trend toward “ornamental overload” was seen above all 
in objects intended to be sold to tourists. The sculptor designed 
this heddle pulley as a “fidgety superimposition and juxtapo-
sition of heads and figures,” as Himmelheber put it. The object 
could not no longer be used in a loom. For Hans Himmelheber, 
such works were interesting if he found them aesthetically 
convincing, since they stood for the artistic freedom that 
contemporary sculptures had vis-à-vis the classical repertoire 
of forms.
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Zoro bi Semi

Seri mask with Mami Wata motif 
Ivory Coast, Guro region, Gofla, prior to 1984
Wood, oil paint; Museum Rietberg, RAF 469
Acquired in 1984 by Eberhard Fischer and Lorenz Homberger
Purchased with funds from the City of Zurich

The fashionable mask types that appeared in the Guro region 
from the 1960s onward combined old and new motifs. Whereas 
the face in this depiction of a beautiful woman is derived from 
the classical Guro style, a freely designed group of figures is 
enthroned above it, in this case Mami Wata. The influence of 
the Indian lithograph on the sculptor is immediately evident. 
Details such as the raised fist and the way the two snakes 
wind around the woman’s body are also based on the color 
print of the snake charmer.

Artist in the Guro style

Sauli mask with Mami Wata figures
Ivory Coast, prior to 1963
Wood; Musée d’ethnographie de Genève, ETHAF 033697
Acquired in 1963 by Hans Himmelheber
Purchased in 1967 by the Musée d’ethnographie de Genève

In the 1960s, new mask types emerged to entertain village 
populations. One common subject was the female water spirit 
Mami Wata. The motif of the snake charmer was based on an 
Indian lithograph. In this mask, the artist borrowed directly 
from the poster the figure of a woman with flowing hair and 
two snakes for his carving. The small figure of an oboe player 
with several snakes rising up before him is also depicted 
exactly as on the poster.
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Hans Himmelheber

Mural by a woman artist with Mami  
Wata motifs
Liberia, Dan region, Nyor Diaple, 1955 –56
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 251-7

The Mami Wata motif was adopted not only in sculpture but 
also in mural painting. In the Dan region, the walls of many 
buildings had figurative decorations. This photograph shows 
a work by a woman artist who had arranged several aquatic 
creatures on a whitewashed wall. Mami Wata was imagined 
as a mermaid sitting next to a waterway and combing her long 
hair. If a brave man managed to steal her comb, she would 
become his nightly lover and bring him wealth and prosperity.

Original image of the Mami Wata: Color print 
from India for the African market
Reproduction of a color lithograph; after 1957
Museum Rietberg, 2022.149
Original poster printed in Bombay (now Mumbai) and 
distributed in Ghana via Kumasi
Acquired in 1963 by Hans Himmelheber

In the early 1960s, Himmelheber made a surprising discovery: 
the new mask type with the Mami Wata motif was based on 
an Indian color lithograph that, according to the inscription in 
Urdu, was printed in Bombay (now Mumbai) from 1957 onward. 
Via a distributer in Kumask, a large number of these posters 
was disseminated throughout West Africa. According to the 
latest research, the color poster was based on photographs 
of a Samoan woman who appeared in European ethnological 
shows under her artist’s name Nala Damajanti (alternatively, 
Maladamatjaute) in the 1880s. Nala is actually a male name 
and Damayanti is his lover and was the tile of a ballad famous 
in northern India.
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ARTISTIC 
RESEARCH

For some time now, contemporary artists from the African 
continent and its diaspora have been addressing extensive 
colonial archives of documents, photographs, and film and 
sound recordings. This has produced a series of impressive 
works of art referring to current events and cultural memory 
while also commenting on the social and political conditions 
of the past and present.

Artistic research is one way to break, at least in part, 
through the Western claim to interpretive authority and 
look at alternative narratives and ideas about Africa’s 
history and present. The practice in contemporary art of 
exploring archives also contributes to the dialogue between 
Africa and Europe about their joint colonial history. In this 
context, it is essential to accept the legitimacy of alternative 
or even contradictory views and interpretations. 

Since 2018, contemporary artists from Ivory Coast,  
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and the diaspora 
have been working with the Hans Himmelheber Archive. In 
the works created for this exhibition, the artists Désiré 
Amani, Obou Gbais, Michèle Magema, and David Shongo 
develop their own vision of history, the present, and the 
future of the African continent. That an archive is the point 
of departure for future stories, and not an end point, echoes 
in the works of David Shongo. The artist, composer, and 
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computer scientist lives in Lubumbashi and conducted field 
research in the Democratic Republic of the Congo along  
the route that Himmelheber took in 1938/39. The works that 
resulted from his travels are being presented for the first 
time in this section of the exhibition.

 

David Shongo (b. 1994) 

Lumène
Democratic Republic of the Congo and Belgium, 2021/22
Video
Commissioned by the Museum Rietberg

Lumène is a film about David Shongo’s search for his father, 
whom he has never met. The search took Shongo to places in 
the Chokwe region that Himmelheber had traveled more than 
eighty years earlier. While Shongo encountered a society that 
has been robbed of its memory and is still permeated by 
colonial interests, he discovered fragments of his father’s 
biography, for example, that he was a Chokwe dignitary.

David Shongo (b. 1994)

Refund Fee 
Democratic Republic of the Congo and Belgium, 2021/22
Installation, video, wood
Commissioned by the Museum Rietberg

Cars were important for Hans Himmelheber on his travels in 
the colony of the Belgian Congo as a way of accelerating his 
collecting activities and transporting the works acquired. In 
the installation Refund Fee by the artist David Shongo, by 
contrast, the automobile appears as a means of restitution: 
loaded with carved figures, the car takes the route that Him-
melheber took more than eighty years earlier. Refund Free 
simultaneously calls restitution into question as a process of 
making amends. 
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David Shongo (b. 1994) 

Lumene AR
Democratic Republic of the Congo, 2023
UV direct print on aluminum composite panel
Commissioned by the Museum Rietberg

David Shongo (b. 1994) 

Le pont pour SOMAF
Democratic Republic of the Congo, 2023
UV direct print on aluminum composite panel
Commissioned by the Museum Rietberg

In these two montages, David Shongo juxtaposes historical 
photographs with current ones of the roads he took while 
researching Hans Himmelheber and also searching for his 
father. The photos from then and now are held together by a 
matrix from Himmelheber’s photo archive, which Shongo gives 
the outlines of a human head—a meta-human. In doing so he 
address the question of the path an archive takes and the 
artistic positions that result from it.
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THE PROJECT
The Museum Rietberg has received the private archive of 
Hans Himmelheber as a donation from his family in stages 
over the past ten years. The density, historical depth, and 
diversity of this archive of objects, photographs, writings, 
and films are unique. It spans form the colonial period  
by way of the phase of independence to the postcolonial era. 
This led to the idea of initiating a joint research project  
with the chair in African history at the University of Zurich.  
The project Hans Himmelheber – African Art and Entangled 
Knowledge Production has been supported by the Swiss 
National Science Foundation (SNSF) since 2018.

Our project is transdisciplinary and multiperspectival.  
It unites theories and methods from the fields of history and 
ethnology as well as artistic research into the archive. By 
means of field research, oral history, archival research, and 
curatorial approaches, we question the Western claim to 
interpretive authority. In order to give space to African 
perspectives, we work together with Ivorian and Congolese 
colleagues from universities, museums, and the culture 
world. We have invited artists from the Ivory Coast and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo as well as from their diaspora 
in Switzerland to engage critically with the (post)colonial 
Himmelheber Archive. 

Both examples from the Ivory Coast illustrate the 
occasionally contradictory process of joint research. In the 
first case, Anja Soldat sets off on the trail of Hans Himmel-
heber in the Baule region and questions his concept of  
“art for art’s sake.” In the second project on the Dan region, 
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by Daniela Müller, focuses on long-neglected knowledge of 
women in African art. The work of both researchers was 
documented on film by Albert Lutz.

A Study of Women’s  
Knowledge

The search for the voices of African women, for their  knowl  -
edge of art and their experiences hidden in historical  archives, 
is a fascinating form of detective work for a historian. 
Although the creative work of women has long been regarded 
as a marginal part of African art history, they have in fact 
played important roles in the production of knowledge about 
African art as owners and users, as connoisseurs and dealers 
of art objects.

One group of women in particular stands out in the Hans 
Himmelheber Archive: The Wunkirle, as the owners of large 
ceremonial spoons (Wakemia) are called to this day.  Himmel - 
heber was fascinated by the carved wooden spoons made  
by men, which are still regarded as status symbols by women 
who are especially hospitable. For more than a quarter 
century, Himmelheber photographed the performances of 
these women, purchased beautifully worked spoons from 
them, and asked them about their significance.

This unusual density of the documentation of women’s 
knowledge in his archive raised the question of who these 
women were, what and how Himmelheber learned from them, 
and what has changed since he did his research. These 
questions were the basis for field research in the Dan region 
of Ivory Coast, where the Wakemia is still being used.
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Artist in the Dan style

Ceremonial spoon with handle in the form  
of an animal’s head, Wakemia
Ivory Coast or Liberia, prior to 1976
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2018.128
Acquired between 1949 and 1976 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

A Wakemia was passed on from woman to woman within the 
same family, often from mother-in-law to a favored daughter-
in-law. This still common form of handing down strengthens 
the bond to the new family. The choice of motif for the spoon 
handle is usually that of its first owner, who commissions it 
from a carver. The heads of animals such as sheep, goats, and 
dogs could decorate the spoon handles. 

Artist in the Dan style

Spoon with handle in the form of a ram’s head
Liberia, Druple, prior to 1950
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2018.219
Acquired in 1950 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

Artist in the Dan or Guere style

Spoon for the art market
Liberia, prior to 1965
Wood, beads, plant fibers; Museum Rietberg, 2015.245
Acquired in 1965 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of the heirs of Hans Himmelheber

Hans Himmelheber also acquired small spoons which had no 
ceremonial purpose but also had carved handles. In a society 
in which most people ate with their hands, these spoons were 
used primarily by elderly people.

Himmelheber found this Wakemia, which was produced for 
the tourist market, interesting for its unusual form: between 
the legs and the head of this spoon carved in the shape of a 
body, the artist inserted a small vessel that served no function 
at all.
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Hans Himmelheber

George Tahmen documenting a Wunkirle 
performance
Liberia, Dan region, 1960
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg, 
FHH 304-20

Hans Himmelheber

A portrait of Doa, a Wunkirle
Liberia, Dan region, Nyor Diaple, 1960
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 301-29

A relationship of trust built over years made it possible for 
Hans Himmelheber to write a detailed study of the role of the 
Wunkirle. On his first journey through the Dan region of Liberia 
in 1949, he purchased examples of these large spoons and in 
1952 photographed a wunkirle performance for the first time. 
Not until 1960, when he returned with his assistant George 
Tahmen for an extended stay in the latter’s native village, Nyor 
Diaple, was he able to learn more about the owners of these 
spoons. It was Thamen’s aunt Doa who gave him detailed 
explanations.

Hans Himmelheber

Two of Hans Himmelheber’s assistants hold 
up a spoon he had purchased
Liberia, Dan region, 1952– 53
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 228-32

During his travels in the Dan region of Liberia and Ivory Coast, 
Hans Himmelheber purchased various ceremonial spoons. 
Buying and selling were important moments of knowledge 
transfer. But the opposite is also true. For example, it was 
precisely the rejection of a purchase in the village of Nuopie 
in 1955 that provided Himmelheber with the information that 
the Wakemias had a spiritual life of its own, as its owner 
explained that the spoon had fled from him to avoid being 
purchased. 
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Artist in the Dan style

Ceremonial spoon with a handle in the form 
of an anklet, Wakemia
Liberia, prior to 1950
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2018.131
Probably acquired in 1950 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

Ceremonial spoons (Wakemia) are very diverse in form. This is 
true not only of their size but also of the figures and other 
decorative elements on their handles. Many of the spoons that 
Himmelheber acquired and documented between 1949 and 
1976 had simple geometric handles, like this spoon, whose end 
imitates a brass anklet. Depictions of hands, animal and human 
heads, and, more rarely, legs could and can still be found.

Artist in the Guere style

Spoon with legs, Wakemia
Ivory Coast or Liberia, prior to 1965
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2018.155
Acquired between 1949 and 1965 by Hans Himmelheber 
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

Himmelheber described the use of the Wakemia in celebrations 
and as status symbols. On joyous occasions or at large parties, 
their female owners still appear with the spoons and dance 
and sing, accompanied by the singing of their female compan-
ions. Older women in the vicinity of the city of Man recall that 
spoons also used to be used to give medicine to pregnant 
women to make childbirth easier or to give water to newborn 
children to protect them symbolically from misfortune.
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Tompieme (ca. 1925 –1985)

Ceremonial spoon, Wakemia
Liberia, Dan region, Nyor Diaple, prior to 1975
Wood; Museum Rietberg, 2016.208
Acquired in 1975 by Eberhard Fischer
Gift of Eberhard and Barbara Fischer

A Wunkirle appeared with this spoon as a festival in the village 
of Nyor Diaple in 1974 that was photographed and filmed by 
Hans Himmelheber and his fellow researchers. It was made 
by the carver Tompieme probably especially for this event at 
Himmelheber’s request. The head of a woman is a typical 
motif, still found today on ceremonial spoons from the Dan 
region. Elaborate hairdos like the one seen here were placed 
on the carved objects in the form of elegantly braided plant 
fibers.

Hans Himmelheber

A woman holding a Wakemia portraying her
Ivory Coast, Guere region, Dah, February 23, 1968
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg, FHH

Hans Himmelheber saw the carved heads of women that 
decorated some spoons as examples of an art of portraiture 
that supported his conviction that African artists were capable 
of such portraits. For example, in 1963 he photographed this 
woman in the village of Dah with her spoon, which bears a clear 
likeness to her. Artists also told Himmelheber in conversation 
that they were able to carve portraits, and in 1971 he had 
himself portrayed by four Ivorian sculptors as an experiment.
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Houandan Zrankeon Godé

Portrait spoon of Daniela Müller, Wakemia
Ivory Coast, Dan region, Man, 2022
Wood, pigment; Museum Rietberg, 2022.382
Commissioned by the Museum Rietberg

Rainer Wolfsberger

Daniela Müller with her portrait spoon
Zurich, 2022
Museum Rietberg

Sculptors in the Dan region of the Ivory Coast still carve por-
traits of the future owners of spoons on the handle if they 
request it. Today, however, it is usually not done from memory 
but based on photographs. The artist Houandan Zrankeon 
Godé in the city of Man did so for this portrait spoon of Daniela 
Müller in 2022. The young historian repeated Himmelheber’s 
series of experiments from fifty years earlier. Tia Oulaï Pascal, 
a village chief and manager of the local cultural center, the 
Fondation Koblé, filmed and interviewed the artist at work.

Valéry Gondo 

Textile with print of an abstract  
spoon pattern
Ivory Coast, Abidjan, June 4, 2022
Cotton fabric, silkscreen ink; Museum Rietberg, 2022.378
Gift of Valéry Gondo

As a classical cultural asset of the Dan region, the motif of the 
ceremonial spoon continues to be modernized, for example, 
as a mural in a hotel or, as here, as the basis of a student’s 
work at the École des Beaux-Arts in Abidjan. Valéry Gondo, 
who is himself a Dan speaker, refined the motif of spoons and 
applied it to the new medium textile art. He used a drawing of 
a spoon that he translated into an abstract pattern that he 
printed on fabric.
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On the trail of a chest  
full of art 

When he first travelled to Ivory Coast in 1933, Hans Himmel-   
heber encountered objects that fascinated him. The 
delicately ornamented wood sculptures of everyday objects 
and animals seemed to have no practical purpose. His 
conversation partners emphasized the aesthetic pleasure 
offered by looking at this miniature replicas. Himmelheber 
paid particular attention to the formal beauty and delicate 
patterns of the carvings. In so doing, Himmelheber enriched 
the theories of art of his time. He spoke of “autonomous 
works of art” or “art for art’s sake” in contrast to objects for 
practical use.

A selection of miniatures was set in a wooden chest 
that Hans Himmelheber presented along with a handwritten 
manuscript, L’art pour l’art, as a diplomatic gift to the 
governor of the French colony at the time. In the research 
conducted from 2017 to 2022 to establish a “biography” of 
the objects in the chest, it was traced back along Himmel-
heber’s trail to their origin in the Baule region. The research 
of Anja Soldat focused on how the production and use of 
such objects have changed in Ivory Coast and how Western 
ideas of the significance and value of such objects are 
perceived today.

6.2



90 91

Albert Lutz

“Wakemia” and “L’art pour l’art”
Two films, with Daniela Müller and Anja Soldat,  
each 10 min, 2023

As part of the joint research project of the Museum Rietberg 
and the University of Zurich, two case studies were conducted 
in Ivory Coast. Anja Soldat traveled to the Baule region five 
times from 2017 to 2022 on the trail of Hans Himmelheber to 
trace the origin of the objects that he had called “art for art’s 
sake” and that triggered joy and pride in their owners. The 
focus of Daniela Müller’s research was on women making art 
and the significance of women in the production of knowledge 
on African art. Albert Lutz documented the work of both 
scholars.

Alla Kouadio (carver)
Koffi Bernard, Koffi Yao Théodor, Konan Noël, Kouakou Yao, 
Kouame Koffi Etiènne, Mbra Kouadio Noël, N’Gorang Koffi 
Céléstin, N’Guessan Yao Raphaël (gold platers)

Fly whisk
Ivory Coast, Baule region, Assabonou, carved ca. 2000,  
gold plated in 2019
Wood, textile, gold, horsehair, thread; Museum Rietberg, 
2020.524
Acquired in 2019 by Anja Soldat
Purchased with funds from the general donation fund

As part of her research, Anja Soldat commissioned the making 
of a gold plated fly whisk in the town of Assabonou. Like Hans 
Himmelheber, eighty years earlier, she documented the three-
week process and interviewed the artists’ collective of eight 
gilders. They included descendants of two artists who had 
portrayed Hans Himmelheber in 1976: N’guessan Koffi and Didi 
Mbra.
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Artist in the Baule style

Chest with twenty-four objects
Ivory Coast, near Afotobo, prior to 1933
Wood, leather, metal, fabric; Museum Rietberg, 2015.43a-x
Acquired in 1933 by Hans Himmelheber
1934: François-Joseph Reste, as a gift 
1934 to 2014: Reste family
December 10, 2014: Sotheby’s, Arts d’Afrique et d’Océanie, 
Paris, lot 101
Purchased with funds from the Rietberg-Kreis

Hans Himmelheber put together a selection of objects in a 
chest as a diplomatic gift to the French colonial governor, 
François-Joseph Reste, to thank him for supporting his first 
journey to Ivory Coast in 1933. In the handwritten manuscript 
in enclosed with the gift, he called the twenty-four objects 
“l’art pour l’art.” He had purchased the objects during his 
research visit in the region around the village of Afotobo 
angekauft.

Artist in the Baule style

Replicas of a vessel, a sword hilt, and a rifle
Ivory Coast, region around the village of Afotobo,  
prior to 1933
Wood, bast; Museum Rietberg, 2015.43s, 2015.43u, 2015.43n
Acquired in 1933 by Hans Himmelheber
1934: François-Joseph Reste, as a gift 
1934 to 2014: Reste family
December 10, 2014: Sotheby’s, Arts d’Afrique et d’Océanie, 
Paris, lot 101
Purchased with funds from the Rietberg-Kreis

For Hans Himmelheber, what made these objects special was 
their design, in which the focus was not on practical use but 
on aesthetics. This sculpture, carved from wood and delicately 
ornamented, is based on a vessel for ointment, but the lid 
cannot be removed. For Himmelheber, it was evidence that 
pleasure in formal beauty was the point of these objects. In 
Ivory Coast, such objects had a variety of meanings when they 
were gold-plated, but their aesthetic effect always played an 
important role.
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Hans Himmelheber

Weaver with small inkle loom
Ivory Coast, Baule region, Okoubonou (?), 1935
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 106-20

Hans Himmelheber

Weaver at work
Ivory Coast, Guro region, 1965
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 328-34

Hans Himmelheber

Rows of heddle pulleys
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 454-3

During his travels Himmelheber often portrayed weavers 
working and photographed the process in series. Blue-and-
white cloths are still produced on wood looms today. Once part 
of everyday clothing in Ivory Coast, today they are worn primar-
ily on festive occasions. Together with gold plated objects, they 
are still part of the dress of people of note in the Baule region 
and of the traditional decorations for weddings.

129 Artist in the Guro style

Two heddle pulleys (left)
Ivory Coast, prior to 1934 and 1st half of the 20th cent., 
respectively
Wood; Museum Rietberg, RAF 464, 2018.251
Acquired in 1933/34, respectively between 1933 –1975 by 
Hans Himmelheber
Until 1985: Kegel-Konietzko, Hamburg
Acquired with funds from the City of Zürich and Gift of 
Martin Himmelheber, respectively

Artist in the Baule style

Two heddle pulleys (right)
Ivory Coast, prior to 1935 and prior to 1960, respectively
Wood, plant fibers; Museum Rietberg, 2014.259, 2018.248
Acquired in 1933/34, respectively between 1933 –1960 by 
Hans Himmelheber
Purchased with funds from the Rietberg-Kreis and Gift  
of Martin Himmelheber, respectively

Himmelheber saw “Kunstgewerbe” (applied art) as a category 
between objects that merely serve a practical purpose and 
“pure” works of art. He included decorated heddle pulleys, 
which were parts of a loom. Their delicate carving was almost 
a hindrance to their functionality. A weaver offered a reason 
why the heddle pulleys were so elaborately designed: “No one 
wants to live without pretty things.” For Himmelheber, that 
was the proof of the great significance of aesthetic effect in 
the applied arts of Africa.
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Hans Himmelheber

The gilder Kouassi Sossossi at work
Ivory Coast, Baule region, Assabonou, 1935
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 93-3, FHH 94-9

In order to gild a wood object, the artist had to spend weeks 
hammering a lump of gold flat to produce gold leaf around 
0.02  mm thick. Hans Himmelheber had observed the method 
on his first journey and photographed the artist Kouassi 
Sossossi at work in Assabonou and Kouadiokro in 1933 and 
1935. The technique of gilding is still used today.

Hans Himmelheber

Gold plated objects on display in Abidjan
Gold plated objects on display in Abidjan
Ivory Coast, Abidjan, 1934 –35
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 69-5, FHH 69-12

Catalogue of the first Foire-Exposition in 
Abidjan, organized by the colonial governor 
François-Joseph Reste
Ivory Coast, Abidjan, January 21 –28, 1934
Reproduction; Gouvernement Général de l’Afrique 
Occidentale Française, Imprimerie Officiel du 
Gouvernement, Abidjan

In January 1934, there was an art exhibition in Abidjan organ-
ized by the French colonial governor François-Joseph Reste 
in which Ivorian artists from various regions showed their 
works. The French gave prizes to the best works. As an enthu-
siast of art, François-Joseph Reste got along well with Hans 
Himmelheber and supported his work in Ivory Coast. He 
introduced him to colonial officials throughout the country 
and made interpreters available to him.
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James Johnson Sweeney (Hg.)

Loans from Hans Himmelheber in the 
exhibition catalogue African N—Art
USA, New York, Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), 1935
Bibliothek Museum Rietberg, AF G 401/58

After traveling by ship from Ivory Coast to German in May 1933, 
Hans Himmelheber wrote letters to various museums in 
Germany to offer an exhibition of the gold plated objects he 
had acquired. A selection of his collection was shown in 1934 
at the Forschungsinstitut für Kulturmorphologie (Research 
Institute for Cultural Morphology) of Leo Frobenius in Frankfurt 
am Main. In 1935, Himmelheber succeeded in having several 
pieces included as loans in the important exhibition African 
N—Art at the Museum of Modern Art in New York.

Artist in the Baule style

Gold plated female figure
Ivory Coast, 1st half of the 20th cent.
Wood, gold-plated; Museum Rietberg, RAF 528
Ca. 1955 – prior to 1976: Emil Storrer, Zurich
Acquired with funds from the Canton and the City of Zurich, 
the Schweizerische Kreditanstalt, and the Schweizerische 
Bankgesellschaft
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Artist in the Baule style

Figurative and geometric weights for gold
Ivory Coast, 1st half of the 20th cent.
Brass; Museum Rietberg
Acquired between 1933 and 1975 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

Bronze weights were used to weigh gold dust, which until the 
beginning of the twentieth century was still used as currency 
in Ivory Coast. Each weight for gold alluded to a saying or 
figure of speech in Akan languages and could be used as a 
silent message to the dealers involved. Dealers from other 
regions, such as the Portuguese who were trading on the coast 
of West Africa from sixteenth century onward, did not under-
stand this wordless communication, could not react to it, and 
were frequently cheated.

Artist in the Baule style

Weight for gold in the form of a beetle
Ivory Coast, 1st half of the 20th cent.
Brass; Museum Rietberg, 2018.374
Acquired between 1933 and 1975 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

This weight for gold in the form of a beetle is connected to a 
saying from the region of Abron. In it beetles in a burning tree 
stump do not notice that it is in flames until it is too late. The 
symbol signals that a person or group risks failure and is 
unable to predict their fate. The use of this motive during a 
gold deal could be understood as a warning or message about 
a person involved in the deal.
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Heinrich Wieschhoff

Letter from Heinrich Wieschhoff to Arthur 
Byhan on behalf of Leo Frobenius
Frankfurt am Main, 27. November 1934
Reproduction; Hamburg, Museum am Rothenbaum Kulturen 
und Künste der Welt, Dokumentenarchiv, 101-1, no. 1526

Gold plated fly whisks in the exhibition 
Goldgegenstände der Baule (Leihgabe des 
Herrn Himmelheber, Karlsruhe)
Reproduction; plate 5, supplement 5 of the Mitteilungen  
des Forschungsinstituts für Kulturmorphologie.  
Frankfurt am Main, 1934

In 1934 –35, there was a debate over the authenticity of the 
gold plated objects from the collection of Hans Himmelheber. 
Several museum ethnologists doubted that these delicately 
decorated miniatures covered with the thinnest of gold could 
be from Africa. Leo Frobenius of the Institut für Kulturmor-
phologie in Frankfurt am Main defended Himmelheber and 
presented several examples in an exhibition in Frankfurt. He 
was able to refute the allegations and prove that he had 
acquired the objects in Ivory Coast, where artists could indeed 
hammer gold leaf so finely.

Hans Himmelheber

King Anubli of the Warebo (center) with  
Mane Dyeke and Kuaki Nyo and servants
Ivory Coast, Baule, Sakassou, 1935
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 71-17

Hans Himmelheber

King of the Warebo with his court
Ivory Coast, Baule region, Sakassou, 1975
B&W negative; Photographic Archive Museum Rietberg,  
FHH 399-3
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Artist in the Baule style

Fly whisk with gold plated handle and figure 
in the form of a bird
Ivory Coast, 1st half of the 20th cent.
Wood, gold, animal hair; Museum Rietberg, 2018.280
Acquired between 1933 and 1975 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

Gold plated fly whisks are not used by their owners to drive 
away flies but instead serve as regalia for a ruler until this day. 
As with the weights for gold, the motifs on the upper end of 
the handle allude to sayings or figures of speech. A snake is 
seen here biting a bird – the king of the air – on the head. The 
subject can be understood as a symbol of modesty or as a 
warning: no one has absolute power.

Artist in the Baule style

Crown, Sovereign sign
Ivory Coast, prior to 1955
Velvet, wood, gold; Museum Rietberg, RAF 526
Ca. 1955 – prior to 1976: Emil Storrer, Zurich
Purchased with funds from the Canton and the City of 
Zurich, the Schweizerische Kreditanstalt, and the 
Schweizerische Bankgesellschaft

Gold jewelry and gold plated elements on cloths are still used 
by rulers in the Baule region to displayer their power and 
wealth. Throughout Ivory Coast, brides and grooms like to 
decorate themselves with traditional symbols of rulers made 
of gold. If the family no longer owns such objects, they can be 
borrowed from stores that specialize in this. There are also 
replicas from other materials such as plastic and synthetic 
fibers, some of which are even produced in China for the 
African market.

142

143

Artist in the Baule style

Weight for gold in the form of a knot
Ivory Coast, 1st half of the 20th cent.
Brass; Museum Rietberg, 2018.389
Acquired between 1933 and 1975 by Hans Himmelheber
Gift of Martin Himmelheber

There is a saying in the Baule region that a boring speech “is 
not based on a knot.” Because knots symbolize the interesting 
parts of a story. The knot was also the symbol of the speaker 
at the court of a ruler, where it means that he “can take apart” 
what the chief wants to say. When trading gold dust, this 
weight could indicate that the person in question is trading 
gold for someone else and thus functioning only as a “speaker.”

Artist in the Baule- and Asante style

Prestige objects from a treasury of gold  
and gold leaf, Aja
Ivory Coast and Ghana, 1st half of the 20th cent.
Gold and metal; Museum Rietberg
Prior to 1965: René David, Zurich; ca. 1955 – prior to 1976: 
Emil Storrer, Zurich
Gift of Denise and René David; acquired with funds from the 
Canton and City of Zurich, the Schweizerische Kreditanstalt, 
and the Schweizerische Bankgesellschaft

The objects that Hans Himmelheber called “art for art’s sake” 
had diverse social, political, and religious meanings in the 
Baule region. When plated with gold, they were signs of the 
royal court. In conflicts, they were exchanged by the parties 
as securities. Every family kept such objects together with 
gold dust and weights to measure it in the family treasury 
known as Aja. They were part of a rich treasury of knowledge 
and even today they are kept carefully hidden by selected 
members of the family.
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Artist in the Baule style

Prestigious textile in the old style and 
modern printed textile
Ivory Coast, Sakiaré and Yamoussoukro respectively, 2022
Cotton and synthetic fibers, respectively, Museum Rietberg, 
2023.1, 2023.2
Acquired in 2022 by Anja Soldat and N’guessan  
Clautaire Soldat
Purchased with funds from the general donation fund

In the Baule region, narrow bands of fabric made from dyed 
yarns are still woven on wood looms and then assembled to 
make larger sheets. Such sheets have become too expensive 
for daily use and hence are only worn on festive occasions 
such as weddings. Copies of handwoven patterns are now 
printed on a less expensive fabrics by the textile industry.
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Michèle Magema 
À la rencontre de nos souvenirs ou 
comment marcher sur nos terres

In her work À la rencontre de nos souvenirs, ou comment 
marcher sur nos terres (In Search of Our Memories, or How to 
Walk on Our Lands), the Congolese-French artist Michèle 
Magema explores the archive of Himmelheber’s photographs 
taken on his his jouney to what was then the colony Belgian 
Congo in 1938/39. The landscapes, villages, and people 
Himmelheber photographed are places of memory and 
reflection for the artist. Magema appropriates it through the 
performative of act of making copy drawings of the  photo-
graphs. The artist connects these drawings by lines showing 
the Himmelheber’s travel route in Congo. This rearranges the 
photographs in space. Magema leaves her own traces on the 
walls as well, thus writing herself into the story of her work 
with the archive. In a sense, with this installation Magema is 
inviting visitors to follow her into the country of her ancestors 
and to encounter them and their history. She creates a new 
topography of the archive that permits an intimate experience 
of its expanses and at the same time confronts visitors with 
the massiveness of the archive.

Michèle Magema (b. 1977)

À la rencontre de nos souvenirs ou comment 
marcher sur nos terres 
Canada, Montreal, 2023
Installation, ink drawings
Commissioned by the Museum Rietberg
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