
 

A Tribute To African Carvers 
 

want to share with you, one facet of my passion for the 
peoples and culture of Africa.  To your right you see a 
picture of a single piece of wood carved very delicately 

into a carving of a stool used by the Gwembe men of rank.  On 
the top of the stool calmly grazes a carved Puku antelope.  The 
Puku’s graceful horns are carved from strips of Cape Buffalo 
horn. 

This piece of small sculpture was crafted in a small village not 
much different to many others on the high African savannah of 
Zambia in 1973.  The timber used by the carver is from the 
Miombo tree.  The wood is very hard, fine grained and heavy, 
therefore it is sometimes called “ironwood”. This wood weighs 
63 to 70 pound to the cubic foot and therefore sinks in water. 
The Latin name for these types of often-braided-grain woods is 
Brachystegia.  No matter how badly they crack they seldom 
every break apart.  The reason being that the interlocking braided 
grain holds the piece together.  

The wood was carved by a craftsman on the banks of Lake 
Kariba fed by the mighty Zambezi River downstream from the 
famous Victoria Fall.  All his life he has had his dignity attacked 
by blacks, because of his carving for the white tourists, and by 
whites for being black and slow in his work.  He has worked for 
people many times richer that he is likely to ever be. People like 
me, who use or abuse his talents for their enjoyment and benefit.   

I confess, I asked him to carve a work that was special to him from his culture.  I agreed to pay him a half hour’s 
worth of my wages for the piece.  This was five times what he would normally get for it and half what I would pay in 
Luanshya home miles to the North. 

So while I sit so comfortably at the computer and type on this poly-sided issue, he squats on the dry barren earth 
surrounded by wood chips of the work holding his work with his feet.  He chips with a series of small specialized adze 
made in his village by the village blacksmith from steel reduced and Bessemered from the iron-rich laterite soil and 
reduced with charcoal.  He finishes the piece by skilfully scraping with the sharp edges of pressure-flaked flint as did 
his ancestors for the last half a million year.  He fills the natural faults in the wood with dark red-brown tree-sap 
brought to him by village children who gathered it from slashes made in the bleeding Mposhi tree.  He polishes the 
piece slowly with many coats of wild bee's wax.  The wax would have been gathered, not without stings, by following 
a honey badger that follows the honeyguide bird to collect the honey filled honeycombs in some hollow tree.   

When the sculpture is finish, a Tonga businessman comes pedalling from Chisekesi on an oft-repaired wobbly 
Chinese bicycle to buy the month's work for a few kwacha that won't quite feed the carver's family for the next month.   

Once again he clamps a piece of rough wood with his toes and starts to chip, while the sun bakes the land, he sits in 
the shade of a thatched hut.  He works the wood that has been dried for years and was cut from a Miombo tree that 
provided refuge, shelter and nutritious seed pods vital as food to the wildlife of his land.  It is likely that the few trees 
that are left around his village will be cut for firewood or be carved for tourists who, like me, did not understand the 
bigger picture at the time. 

Reach out, in your mind, feel the inner warmth of appreciation for the art in this carving of a grazing Puku (Adenott 
Vardonii) on a Gwembe stool.  Mentally cherish it and think of that carver sitting on the ground in the tropical heat, 
carving art for tourists, for his own people can't afford to buy his art and he can't afford to stop selling it to you and 
me! 

I am not demanding some radical change of policy concerning art purchases for I have no such wisdom. I have but 
my understanding of the dynamics of the carver who has my total admiration for his skills incorporated forever in his 
carving for all to see.  

 
“ Indita Mukwai” Carver I see and salute you!    Thank you for this moment! 
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