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also collecting objects of ethnographic interest for the Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin 

(Northern 1986:20; Brain 1977:99). I specify that Conrau collected ethnographic objects because 

the West did not recognize African pieces as art until much later. Until the second half of the 

Fig. 3. Map of the Grassfields region of Cameroon. Modified from: Heroic Africans: Legendary Leaders, 
Iconic Sculptures. New York: Alisa LaGamma, 2011. Figure 109.
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twentieth century, European museums mostly treated African art as artifact. American museums 

labeled African art as “primitive art” through the 1990s, which implies that it is lesser than 

Western-made “high art” (Berzock and Clarke 2011:5-6).   Therefore, art pieces that Conrau 5

collected in the nineteenth century have changed meaning multiple times since entering the 

Museum für Völkerkunde, from ethnographic object of science to work of art. The esteemed 

Bangwa “Queen” figure was among these objects that Conrau brought to Germany from the 

Grassfields in 1897-98 (Fig. 4). 

!
The Bangwa “Queen”: a Lefem Figure 
 Mouth open in song and knees bent in dance, the Bangwa “Queen” figure evokes 

movement even in her sculptural state. In her right hand she grasps a ceremonial basketry rattle. 

Necklaces, bracelets, and anklets adorn her otherwise unclothed body. This jewelry, along with 

traces of red camwood powder, signify the prestige she held among the Bangwa (Northern 

1986:18). Her weight rests on the tips of her toes and her shoulders lean slightly forward to show 

that she does not pose but instead dances; the sculpture is a snapshot of a woman in motion. She 

represents the mother of twins or of a special child and is a priestess of the earth (Brain and 

Pollock 1971:123; Northern 1986:20). Being a priestess of the earth, she would have performed 

the dance of the earth. The carver captured her in this moment of dance, indicated by her stance 

!  The Metropolitan Museum of Art continued to group non-Western works together under the Department of 5

Primitive Art until the 1980s. I gained this information from a personal conversation with Carol Thompson, 
Curator of African Art at the High Museum in Atlanta in 2012. She had interned with the ‘Department of 
Primitive Art’ in the 1980s and was chided for questioning the name of the department. The Met, not 
surprisingly, does not advertise the fact that they used the term primitive in such recent history. The Met does 
still group most non-Western art together (with the exception of Asian, Egyptian, and Muslim art) under the 
same department, but it is now referred to as the “arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas”. This department 
was established in part through a bequest from Nelson A. Rockefeller, and therefore it would presumably be 
difficult to break into separate departments.
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and by the basketry rattle. This information is deduced from Conrau’s notes when he acquired 

her which stated that she was called njuindem/ngwindem, meaning woman of god (Northern 

1986:20). She represents a particular ancestress, a woman who was once a live human being but 

whose identity is unknown today. 

 This figure belongs to the category of statutes known as lefem figures, portraits of 

important ancestors. Like Bangwa history, not much is known about lefem figures. The most 

recent lefem statue representing the parent of twins or a special child was found in Bangwa in 

1967, and only one was found. It seems that the practice of carving lefem figures no longer takes 

place in the Bangwa region. Remember that Conrau brought the Bangwa “Queen” to Germany 

Fig. 4. Female lefem figure, Bangwa, Grassfields region, Cameroon. Late 19th century, Wood, pigments, H. 
85 cm. Musée Dapper. Paris. From: Heroic Africans: Legendary Leaders, Iconic Sculptures. New York: Alisa 
LaGamma, 2011. Figure 113.
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seven decades earlier (Brain and Pollock 1971:123). Some academics are self-aware of this lack 

of information, including Robert Brain and Tamara Northern. Brain states that it was “very 

difficult to unearth any reliable information about [lefem figures]” (1971:123), while Northern 

points out the time that passed between Conrau’s collecting and her study. She notes: “We know 

only pieces of the mosaic and attempt to join them meaningfully” (1986:20; 1984:84). To take 

Northern’s advice, we can join the fragments of what is known about women in Bangwa society 

and about lefem figures in general to contextualize the figure within her intended function. 

 Women were highly regarded in Bangwa society, in part because of their reproductive 

abilities. A kingdom becomes bigger and therefore more powerful with the more people the king 

governs. So women who birthed twins were effectively increasing the size of the kingdom by 

two. Women were also respected enough that the Fon (king) often approached the queen mother 

or his favorite wife for advice (Northern 1984:31). While women were often considered to have 

a lower social status than men, they had more control over land than men and could even take a 

pseudo-chief role in some specific circumstances in paramount chiefdoms (Brain 1972:153). 

Therefore, we can conclude that the woman represented in this statue was very highly respected 

while she was living, especially because female ancestors are worshiped for their own sake, not 

propitiated through fear (Brain 1972:57).  

 Lefem figures, both male and female, took on a variety of roles even in Bangwa society. 

Among these roles are: members of the aegis of the palace and the regulatory society; displays of 

wealth; shows of the Fon’s (king’s) vitality; historical records of the kingdom; and affirmations 

of the kingdom’s continuation and, by extension, affirmation of the Fon’s power (Northern 

1984:31). What these figures actually are in terms of their essence of being is a bit more 
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complicated. While they are not considered to be human, they are a part of the “human social 

world” because they are tangible objects that interact with human beings. Therefore, they are not 

part the spiritual realm (Northern 1984:38). While they are not considered to be spirits, they are 

“temporary abodes of spirits” during certain rituals (Brain and Pollock 1971:57). They were 

brought out of shelter for a ritual at the end of the dry season to make the earth fertile again and 

at other annual ceremonies that dealt with the earth and nature’s forms such as lakes, waterfalls, 

rocks, mountains, or trees (Harter 1990). At once, lefem figures both belong and do not belong to 

either the human or spiritual categories. They are more than representations of real people but are 

not the actual spirits of ancestors. Therefore I use the terminology “embodiments of real people” 

because they reify the essence of the ancestors and their spirits. Again, the identity of the 

individual represented in statue in this study is unfortunately unknown. 

 Her unknown identity manifests itself in confusion over how to properly name her, which 

was discussed in the introduction. Consequently, she has been called a variety of names: Bangwa 

Queen, Dancing Figure, Lefem Figure, Njuindem (Woman of God), Bangwa Priestess, 

Ancestress, or any mixture of the aforementioned titles are all commonplace (Pleasants 1954; 

Cotter 2011; Vogel 1981:184; LaGamma 2011:127). While many of these names are accurate 

descriptions, one of the most common—The Bangwa Queen—is not. Academics who have 

written about the figure are aware of this inaccuracy. The solution for many, such as scholar and 

curator Wendy Grossman, writer Holland Cotter of the New York Times, and writer Suzannne 

Muchnic of the Los Angeles Times is to add quotation marks. These quotes acknowledge that 

Bangwa “Queen” may not be the best suited title, yet it preserves the connotation of royalty that 

it provides. While the figure is famous in the realm of African art, those outside of the field may 
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not be aware of its glamorous past. Therefore, referring to the figure as the Bangwa “Queen” 

with the quotation marks dually upholds a prestigious connotation and points out the deception 

of the title.  

!
Becoming Iconic 
 The description that accompanies whichever name she is given in many art historical 

publications draws attention to the dynamic nature of the figure, along with the uncommonly 

rough finish of the wood and the asymmetric design (Bassani 2005:367; Grossman, Bari, and 

Bonnell 2009:20; LaGamma 2011:127). This suggests that these are the qualities that make her 

among the most prized pieces of iconographic African art. African art historian William Fagg, in 

reference to the figure, supports this analysis: “This celebrated figure of a dancing woman bids 

fair to be the finest expression of movement in all African sculpture” (Nothern 1986:20). 

 Fagg’s qualifier “celebrated” hardly indicates how famous the figure has become among 

African art enthusiasts. However, the fame of the Bangwa figure in the West is not solely—or 

arguably even primarily—due to her formal physical qualities. Perhaps Wendy Grossman puts it 

best: 

The sculpture’s fame and prestige is confirmed not only by its provenance—from Berlin’s 
Museum für Volkerkünde and Ratton’s Paris Gallery to the Rubinstein collection—but 
also by the fact that two of the twentieth century’s most influential photographers [Man 
Ray and Walker Evans] were commissioned at different times to document it. [Grossman, 
Bari, and Bonnell 2009:19] !

Note that Grossman does not attribute the figure’s fame—and therefore her value—to her 

uniqueness, her physical artistic qualities, nor her role in Bangwa society. Instead, she mentions 

where the figure has been outside of Cameroon. The reader is expected to know, or at least 


