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FANG ARTIST 
 
Gabon 
Late 19th–early 20th century 
 
Reliquary Head (Añgokh-Nlô-Byeri) 
 
Wood 
h. 31.8 cm 
12 ½ in. 
 
 
Provenance 
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The present head is an exceptionally fine example of an Añgokh-Nlô-Byeri, the full 
head of an ancestor, from the Fang culture which thrived in Gabon in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. The finest work of a master sculptor, the head is defined by 
carefully juxtaposed exaggerations of the human form: the forehead is broad and tall, 
with a pair of extremely arched browbones sensitively rendered. The lower half of the 
face tapers into a puckered nose bone and chin, continuing the graceful arch of the 
slanting cheekbones. Three central incision lines flow up the nose bone through the 
forehead and meet a perpendicular set of incised bands along the top of the forehead. 
Beyond these, two tresses of hair proceed down the back of the head, gracefully 
extending downwards and complementing the long, slender neck, which organically 
broadens at the base.  
 
The dead ancestors of the Fang people were ever-present and exerted significant 
influence over the decisions of the living members of the society. Ancestral figures 
such as this one were originally part of a larger matrix of sacred materials, atop which 
the present head would have stood as a representative element of the whole 
ancestor. The whole sacred object would have also included a container which held 
important bones of the ancestor (usually a skull, femur, or other large bone, 
sometimes broken into pieces) as well as various organic and inorganic sacred 
substances prepared by initiated members of the clan.  
 
No important decision was made without the owner of a byeri (ancestral figure) 
consulting their elders with ritual acts involving the sculptures. The precise nature of 
these rituals varied based on the precise natural of the decision, but often involved 
the touching of sacred bones, or even taking scraping from them to be joined with 
other sacred materials and offered up to spirits to provide success in a given decision 
or endeavour. It is interesting to note that the principle of extraction was also enacted 
on the sculptures that represented the ancestors, as in the present head, where the 
mouth and nose have been worn away, likely from active use and scraping off of small 
pieces for various ritual purposes.  
 
Possession of the byeri was the primary concern of those who cared for this effective 
mediator between the world of the living and that of the dead. Due to wars or the 
nomadic lifestyle of villages, the boxes moved with families. Fearing the loss of their 
priceless possessions, generations jealously guarded the receptacles, sometimes 
containing up to ten skulls of ancestors. But they sometimes allowed the external 
elements to fall into the hands of the uninitiated. Thus, few pieces have survived with 
their original boxes.  
 
The figures placed atop the bone receptacles have often been described as intended 
to keep away the uninitiated, including women and children, to prevent their curiosity 
from leading them to discover and potentially damage or destroy the sacred relics. In 
fact, the statuettes should be understood within a broader context of integration. 
These objects only acquire meaning insofar as they are situated within a precise and 
effective discourse.  
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The statues of the byeri are not merely signifiers placed there, simple guardians. They 
are perceived and experienced by individuals either through conformity or through a 
tension—that of ritual. For the body of the object, alongside its functionality, is also a 
major instrument for accessing symbolism. It is essential to emphasize this 
inescapable dialectic between the body and the ritual code, the latter requiring a 
support upon which to inscribe its action. 
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