Mater Dei High School - Santa Ana, CA

Sculptural Element from a Reliquary
Ensemble: Head (The Great Bieri)
Fang Peoples, Betsi Group, Gabon, 19th–Early 20th Centuries

Wood, metal, palm oil; H. 18 5/16 x W. 9 3/4 x D. 6 5/8 in. (46.5 x 24.8 x 16.8 cm)
The Metropolitan Museum of Art. The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 (1979.206.229).
Image copyright © The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Image source: Art Resource, NY.
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Ensemble: Head (The Great Bieri),
Fang Peoples, Betsi Group, Gabon,
Nineteenth–Early Twentieth Centuries

Reliquary Figures in African Art—
Form and Function
Reliquary objects in African culture, like those
in the West, are containers that hold relics of the
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dead.43 These remains are collected because:

The bones and other relics of important
relatives—those who were leaders, courageous warriors, village founders, artists or
superior crafts workers, and especially fertile women—were believed to be imbued
with the powers that those extraordinary
people had during their lives, powers that
could be drawn upon to help the living.44

Reliquary vessels take many forms, including
baskets, boxes, and bundles. The vessel holds bones,
along with other powerful substances, which give
the reliquary its power. A sculpted head form surmounts the container, typically carved in wood but
also possibly fashioned in metal. The heads are not
intended to be portraits of the deceased, but rather are protectors of the relic materials inside. They
show a wide variety of decorative forms and are
stylized to a greater or lesser degree, depending on
the conventions of the specific culture for which they
were created. In ritual activity, the heads would be
further decorated with feathers and decorative collars and would be manipulated like puppets.
While different cultures produced reliquaries in
different forms, including even full figurative sculptures with hollowed out cavities to hold relic materials, the function of these objects was generally the
same. They were primarily used as methods of consultation with the dead, particularly prior to undertaking any significant event. Reliquaries were relied
upon for guidance and advice, and reliquary rituals
were intended to elicit such communication. Another major function was expressed through their use
in initiation rituals. With such ceremonies, youth
are brought into full adulthood and introduced to
the ancestors and culture of their community. Interaction with important relics was often central to
this practice, and so was vital for many African cultural groups, including the Fang of Gabon, who we
will study here.

The Fang of Gabon

The Fang people of Gabon live primarily in the
rainforests of southern Cameroon and northern Ga-
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A ritual dance in a Fang village. The Fang
people of Gabon live primarily in the rainforests of
southern Cameroon and northern Gabon.
bon.45 They are one of twenty clans that make up the
Beti-Pahuin ethnic group. Prior to their migration
from the north in the nineteenth century, the Fang
were a nomadic people. They are a Bantu-speaking
culture who were overwhelmingly Christianized by
the early twentieth century. Today, the Fang are the
most politically powerful Beti-Pahuin clan in Gabon.
In terms of artistic production, the Fang are particularly known for their reliquary statuary. Perhaps
the most famous example is The Great Bieri, which is
held by the Metropolitan Museum in New York City.

Sculptural Element from a
Reliquary Ensemble: Head
(The Great Bieri): Analysis

This Fang sculpture is an element from a larger
reliquary ensemble. It is popularly known as The
Great Bieri.46 The name comes from that of the Fang
ancestor cult, or Bieri, and it originally functioned
as described earlier—attached to a base form filled
with relic objects, it would have been venerated and
manipulated in ancestor worship ritual. While this
is one of many such reliquary heads, The Great Bieri
is special. As the art historian Robert Goldwater observed:
For every style and every period, in the history of the arts of mankind, a few works
stand out above the rest. Somehow they
both contain and surpass all these qualities which we value in the art of the culture
from which they come. They seem to have
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In this way, reliquaries are related to the nkondi
sculpture we have just examined. They, too, are connected to the spirit world of the ancestors, who are
relied upon to help and support the living.

brown wood underneath.

The Chilean poet Vicente Huidobro
first owned The Great Bieri after its
collection from Africa.
captured the ideal of design and expression toward which many artists tended…
The Great Bieri is such a work: it is the embodiment of Fang sculpture, and one of the
great classics of African art.47

Indeed, The Great Bieri is one of the best known
and highly reproduced examples of African art. It
is interesting to question whether its significance
stems from something inherent in the object itself,
or rather from its history within the context of
Western art. Goldwater was himself instrumental
in emphasizing and discussing the work, thus elevating it to the realm of the “classic.”

The sculpture measures 18⁵/16 x 9¾ x 65/8 inches,
making it the largest known Fang head of its kind. It
is carved in wood polished liberally with palm oil.
The oil has not only preserved the sculpture, it has
given it the rich, black, burnished surface we see today. Though not visible in our illustration, it is possible to see areas on the back of the sculpture where
this patina has worn away, exposing the raw red-

The eyes are indicated by circular disks of metal. They give a wide-eyed, penetrating gaze to the
figure. Strongly arching brows can be distinguished
as delicately incised lines, while a broad, elongated
nose curves down from the forehead. It is squared
off at its base. A simple horizontal line and very
slight swelling suggests the figure’s wide mouth.

The head sits upon a long, cylindrical neck. This
element would have originally connected the head
to a bark box containing the skulls of at least nine
generations of the family lineage. This type of portable ancestral shrine—a nsek-bieri—allowed the
Fang to retain and protect their ancestors during
the clan’s primarily migratory period. An elder man
in the clan, who in his age was seen as being closer to
the dead, maintained the reliquary and was charged
with manipulating it in ritual. The sculpture’s functionality is clearly seen in the fact that it shows clear
evidence of use. In addition to the worn veneer on
the back, we can see abrasions on the mouth and
chin, as well as a long vertical crack that extends
from the crown of the head to the base of the chin.
In addition, its highly polished and patinaed surface
is the result of the application of oils and other materials in the course of its ritual use.
The Great Bieri has a long and fascinating connection to Western art in the twentieth century. After
its collection from Africa, it was first owned by the
Chilean poet Vicente Huidobro. Huidobro moved to
Paris in 1916, where he met and became friendly
with avant-garde artists such as Pablo Picasso, Juan
Gris, Francis Picabia, and Jacques Lipchitz. Huidobro
eventually sold the sculpture to the French art deal-
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The sculpture takes the form of a highly simplified and stylized head. The most striking detail is
the figure’s extremely broad forehead. The skull tapers down to a very narrow chin, giving the form an
overall inverted teardrop shape. The ears, which are
simple nobs placed high on the head, are positioned
against an elaborate hairstyle which echoes the ekuma—a wig-like headdress worn by Fang warriors in
the nineteenth century. A thick band of hair drapes
from the crown of the head down into flattened vertical extensions at either side. These extensions are
further enlivened with the addition of two double
cylindrical roll forms. A third, wider lock of hair
drapes from the crown down the back of the head.

In many ways, this object is the quintessential example of the collection of African art during the colonial era.48 It entered Western consciousness in the
wake of the looting of African treasures through a
variety of means, and as major Western collections
of African art were being amassed. While some objects were taken via military contexts: “wealthy
state treasuries of kingdoms such as Benin, Asante,
and Dahomey (and their accumulated arts) were
taken to Europe as war booty following the defeat
of their rulers by European forces,”49 others were
“collected” by missionaries determined to remove
what were seen as pagan “idols” from African communities. It is extremely important to consider the
tragic history behind many of the beautiful museum
exhibits we see today. While it is delightful to view
The Great Bieri on prominent display in New York
City, its journey there was highly fraught.
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er Paul Guillaume, who by the late 1920s sold it yet
again, to the British sculptor Jacob Epstein. Epstein’s
collection was sold after his death, and in 1961 Robert Goldwater was able to purchase The Great Bieri
for the Museum of Primitive Art in New York. The
collections of this privately owned museum were
eventually transferred to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, thus founding the Met’s Department of
the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas. Today,
the sculpture is one of the great masterpieces of the
Met’s encyclopedic collection.

Ebola patients are at high risk of contracting the
disease. The WHO reports that healthcare workers
are twenty-one to thirty-two times more likely to be
infected with Ebola than people in the general adult
population.

Ebola

Nigeria’s Hero Doctor

Ǥ
Ǥ

Human-to-Human Transmission
Ebola is spread from person to person through
direct contact with bodily fluids (e.g., blood, semen,
urine, stool, or saliva) of an infected person or objects that have been contaminated with these fluids
(e.g., soiled bedding). Direct contact means that in
order to become infected with the Ebola virus, the
fluid must enter the person’s body through contact
with damaged tissue (e.g., a cut) or a mucous membrane or by entering the bloodstream (e.g., a needle
stick). People become infectious only after they develop symptoms of the disease, typically four to ten
days after exposure. No evidence indicates that Ebola can be spread in the air or via insect bites.
Given Ebola’s mode of transmission, individuals
who are at highest risk of infection during an outbreak include healthcare workers, family members
of infected people, and mourners involved in burial
rituals.

Healthcare Workers

Among other symptoms, Ebola often causes the
individual to abruptly release infectious bodily fluids by vomiting, diarrhea, and, in some cases, external bleeding. Thus, unsurprisingly, without proper
use of appropriate protective equipment and other
control measures, healthcare workers who care for

In July of 2014, a Liberian man named Patrick
Sawyer was admitted into a hospital in Lagos, the
densely populated capital of Nigeria. He had traveled from Liberia and brought with him the Ebola
virus. All signs pointed to Nigeria becoming the
next African country to be devastated by the disease: around 21 million people live in Lagos—almost as much as the populations of Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone combined—and at this point
the country was ill-prepared to control this new
outbreak. Yet only eight people died of Ebola in
Nigeria, and by October of 2014 the country was
declared Ebola-free. How did Nigeria avoid such a
devastating fate? Many claim it was the work of Dr.
Stella Ameyo Adadevoh, the physician who first
diagnosed Sawyer. She and her colleagues fought
hard to isolate the Liberian man, despite his violent attempts to leave the hospital. Sawyer later
died in the hospital from Ebola, along with Dr.
Adadevoh and three of her colleagues who were
infected while caring for Sawyer and protecting
the nation from the virus.

Family Members of Infected People
In the 2014 Ebola outbreak, transmission was
linked to certain aspects of West African culture,
including the tendency to have strong family ties
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Section IV

Over eight hundred cases of Ebola were reported among healthcare workers since January 2014,
and two-thirds of those infected died. This had a
devastating impact on affected countries. Also, this
was especially difficult for Liberia and Sierra Leone
as years of conflict and political instability had left
both countries with weak healthcare systems and
limited workforces. Liberia had only one doctor for
every 100,000 people, while Sierra Leone had only
two. This shortage hindered the nations’ ability to
stop the outbreak as medical professionals began to
die of the disease.36

Mourners Involved in Burial Rituals

The rituals associated with burying the dead are
another aspect of West African culture that affects
Ebola transmission. Traditional preparations for
burial involve washing, touching, and kissing the
deceased individuals. Funerals attract large masses
of people, many of whom come in proximity and contact with the dead. Given that Ebola virus remains
present in high levels even after death, a corpse
can continue to spread the disease if it is not handled properly. Given the potential for the deceased’s
grieving relatives and friends to be exposed to the
virus during these burial practices, one funeral can
lead to many subsequent funerals.

Biology and Pathophysiology

Classification
Ebola virus is a filovirus, meaning that it resembles a curled piece of thread, or filament. Each viral
particle, or virion, contains a single strand of RNA,
which is surrounded by nucleoprotein, a capsid, and
an envelope. The nucleoprotein functions similarly to a nucleus, holding the genetic material within the cell. Ebola’s RNA is fairly simple, containing

Photo of an Ebola virus virion.
only seven genes (genetic instructions) that code for
eight proteins necessary for viral reproduction and
protection against the host’s immune system. To put
this into perspective, the human genome contains
an estimated 19,000 to 20,000 protein coding-genes.
Embedded within the viral envelope is the Ebolavirus glycoprotein, which facilitates the virus’s binding and invasion into a host cell.

Five species of the Ebola virus have been identified: Zaire, Bundibugyo, Sudan, Reston, and Taï
Forest. The Sudan, Bundibugyo, and Zaire viruses
have caused the largest outbreaks in Africa, and the
Zaire virus was responsible for the 2014–16 West
Africa outbreak.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------virus must invade the cell by crossing its protective
membrane. This invasion is facilitated by its surface
glycoprotein, which is present on the surface of the
virus and which binds to receptors on the host cell
membrane. The virion is swiftly engulfed by the cell
membrane through a process called macropinocytosis (which can be pictured as the cell’s way of

Transmission from Survivors?

After a patient recovers from Ebola, he/she may continue to carry the virus for weeks, sometimes
months, in various organs and bodily fluids. While data is limited, current research suggests that the
Ebola virus can be found in semen 199 days after symptom onset, in blood after twenty-one days, and
in breast milk after fifteen days. Given the persistence of the virus in the semen of Ebola survivors, it
is highly probable that the disease could be sexually transmitted, though more research is necessary
to confirm this as a possible mode of transmission. Preliminary research also suggests that Ebola can
be transmitted through breastmilk from surviving mothers to their infant children, though it is not
yet known how long the virus can be transmitted through this mode.
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and community relations. In Sierra Leone, Liberia,
and Guinea, women typically are expected to care
for immediate and extended family members who
become ill. This is especially relevant in a context in
which adequate medical care is scarce, hospitals are
over-burdened, and physicians are in short supply.
Despite the known risks, women continue to care
for their loved ones with Ebola. This increases the
ability of Ebola to spread throughout families and
into the wider community.

