
171. Ndop (portrait figure) of King Mishe miShyaang maMbul 

Kuba peoples (Democratic Republic of the Congo). C. 1760-1780 C.E. Wood (2 images) 

 Article at Khan Academy 

 figurative sculptures representing different kings (Ndop) 

 not actual one-to-one representations of particular subjects, but rather a culmination of visual notations that 

represented the ideal characteristics of the deceased king 
o The reign of individual rulers are identified by a small emblem, called an ibol, at the base of the 

sculpture. Each ibol is rendered with a great degree of customization and personalization in an 

otherwise formal and naturalistic standardization 

 20 inches average height 
o carved in hardwood and anointed with palm oil to protect them from insects, which is unique in African 

art and underscores their survival in Western collections today. 
o  Ndop sculptures depict subjects sitting cross-legged, a posture that is equally unique in African 

sculpture 
o Ndop frequently portray the ruler carrying a weapon in his left hand, an ikul or peace knife, made in the 

style reserved for the Bushoong, the dominant sub-group of the Kuba.  

 The wooden portraits were kept in the king's quarters with other sculptures referred to as 'royal charms', upon 

which the king's magical powers rested.  

 When the king was absent from the capital, the ndop were rubbed with oil.  

 Scholars agree that the tradition of the king's "portrait statue" was begun in the late eighteenth century 

 among the oldest surviving wood works from the continent 
o durable hardwood and the palm oil anointments underscore the longevity of these works 

 Functions: 
 After the rites of investiture (coronation or enthronement) were completed, it is said that the nyim 

commissioned a sculptor to sculpt his likeness in the form of the ndop. 

o  Only one ndop could be made for a king, and if he was not present it could not be sculpted.  

o If the figure decayed over time, it was permissible to sculpt an exact replica. 

 As a site of the king's life force after death, it was believed that the ndop supposedly housed the nyim's 

double, the counterpart of his soul. 

o  It was believed that if anything happened to the king, it would be reflected in the ndop. For 

example, if a king were to be wounded in battle, a similar wound would appear on the ndop 

sculpture.[7]  

o The statue was kept in the women's quarters, and when a woman of the harem was about to give 

birth, it was placed near her to insure a safe delivery.  

o In the absence of the king it served as a surrogate, which women of the court would anoint and 

stroke.  

o After his death, the ndop was removed to a storage room and taken out to be exhibited only on 

certain occasions 
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