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Bembe mask, Democratic Republic of Congo 
circa 20th Century 
H. c. 11,81 inches (c. 30 cm) 
Wood, white pigment (kaolin) 
Provenance : Former Pierre Dartevelle collection 
———————————————————————————————————————————

Bembe poeple 

Warriors and hunters, they live near Tanganyika Lake and have the Boyo 
and the Hemba in their neighboring. They live in Fizi and in Itombwe 
division of Mwenga territory  (Kivu). The Bembe are matrilineal. The 
history of settlement of this region was studied by Daniel Biebuyck 
(1981). According to this author, Bembe people find their origin on the 
shores of Lualaba Lake. Hunters migrated in waves from the East to 
finally settle near the Tanganyika Lake. They live east of the Lega. Some 
of Bembe clans have Lega origine too.  

The forests of southeastern Congo represent a cultural continuum.  

According to Daniel Biebuyck (Belgium 1925°), who studied the Bembe 
in the late 1940s and made many relevant observations about these 
cultural groups and their links to neighboring ethnic groups. The Bembe 
are intimately linked to the Lega and this is what appears to be truly 
complex in this region. This heritage is especially noticeable at the level 
of the use of statues and masks within Bwami rituals and Butende 
circumcision rituals.  

Face mask 

Our mask could be used in Nguwe and Pinji rites 
of Bembe variant of Bwami association. We 
found a somewhat similar mask from the museum 
collections of Tervuren collected in the field by 
Daniel Biebuyck in the 1950s (Inv. EO.
1955.3.165). Similarities are remarkable at the 
level of the nasal crest, the mouth, small and 
round, and the wood used. The small holes 
perforated around the two pairs of eyes would 
have welcomed feathers. There are also traces of 
kaolin, white pigment also present on the mask of 
the museum of Tervuren, used in rituals.  
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Elanda association :  
Association in which men participate since their young age (rite of circumcision). The mask of this 
association used in the ritual can not be seen uninitiated. It is not the manifestation of an ancestor or 
a spirit but of what can not be seen, which is hidden, an e'bu'a.  

Condition reprot 
Good condition 

Coryse Mwape Dolin 
Art Historian, African Arts 
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Illustration 

Map, T. Phillips 1995, 230. 
Our mask : photo by Valentin Clavairolles 
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