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Zim Art – Rice Lake Gallery

Zimbabwe is the only country on the African 
continent with an internationally recognized stone 
sculpting movement. With more than 250 ores 
and serpentines found in the 2.5 billion year old 
Great Dyke, which runs through the centre of the 
country, it’s a carver’s paradise. 

Stone has been used extensively for 
building and decorative purposes throughout 
the country’s history. The Great Zimbabwe 
settlement, built between the 11th and 15th 
centuries, is testimony to the skill and artistry 
of the ancestors of today’s stone sculptors. But 
while the traditions of stone construction, wood 
carving, pottery, basket weaving and textiles 
are centuries old and deeply embedded in the 
Zimbabwean culture, stone sculpting – as an art 
movement – is relatively new. 

One of the major influencers was Frank 
McEwen, a Scotsman who was appointed in 1956, 
as the first director of the National Gallery of what 
was then Southern Rhodesia. He established a 
workshop at the gallery for aspiring sculptors. 
There was no attempt to instruct. Those who were 
interested, including artists who worked in other 
media, were simply given stone, hand tools and 
a place to sculpt.  As McEwen described it, from 

the beginning their work revealed “the images 
they bore in their souls.”

Joram Mariga, an accomplished wood carver 
who had also enjoyed making functional items 
in stone, became a driving force at the gallery’s 
workshop, where he began to explore stone 
beyond the utilitarian. Mariga later initiated many 
workshops in rural areas and became known as the 
“father” of Shona sculpture. Until his death in 2000 
he was an inspiring artist, mentor and promoter of 
stone sculpture. The mentoring tradition Mariga 
and other first generation sculptors nurtured in 
the late 1950s, continues to this day.

But art could not be created in a vacuum. There 
was no tradition of creating art for art’s sake in the 
African culture. To continue to produce sculptures 
meant there had to be a market for the work. 

From the early 1960s, Shona sculpture – 
named after Zimbabwe’s Shona tribe - started to 
be exhibited overseas; firstly in the UK.  Within 
a decade there had been major exhibitions of 
the work all over Europe including at the Musée 
Rodin in Paris. But it was not until Zimbabwe won 
the fight for independence in 1980 that visitors, 
including art dealers, starting coming to the 
country and the work traveled farther afield, and 
attracted collectors from around the globe. 

The work had evocative power from the 
outset. Its appeal lies in its directness and 
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dignity. Having focused minds and fertile 
imaginations, these self-taught artists created 
works of stunning visual power and archetypal 
significance. Their vital survival skills such as tool 
making honed over the centuries, their intimate 
connection to the natural world, an astonishing 
visual memory, patience and perseverance – all 
gave them a creative advantage. Zimbabwean 
sculptors’ response to the stone was and still is 
– in a profound way – visceral. 

First generation sculptors described ancestral 
spirits, mythology, and folklore as key influences 
on their work. While much contemporary 
Zimbabwean sculpture explores traditional culture 
and values, it is also very much an expression 
of the experiences, values and aesthetics of 
individual artists. 

Today’s sculptors, both second and third 
generation, find their inspiration in the natural 
world, the spirit world, human relationships, 
dreams and aspirations. These are universal stories 
about lovers and mothers, thoughts and feelings, 
giving and receiving blessings, the stuff of life.  

The degree of experimentation with both form 
and texture has taken this art movement in a 
new direction over the past decade. Along the 
continuum from total abstraction to fully figurative, 
the artists choose how they will tell their stories. 
And, while 50 years ago the entire sculpture was 
shaped and polished, artists are now choosing 
to create texture in a myriad of ways, or even to 
leave parts of the stone raw or  ‘alive’.

The rock itself – its properties, colours and 
natural shape – is an important source of 
inspiration for Zimbabwean sculptors and some 
artists have shown real dedication in sourcing new 
stone deposits. 

One of Joram Mariga’s sons, Walter, has gone 

to great lengths to find very hard stones, (which 
his father taught him were all he should carve) 
that are also colourful. And art collectors have 
responded enthusiastically. 

One cannot discuss the Shona sculpture without 
acknowledging that the distinction between art 
and craft has been badly blurred in recent years. 
Commercial success has followed critical acclaim 
and to some extent Shona sculpture has become 
a victim of its own success. As new markets open 
up, more and more repetitive, derivative work 
is being produced and sold, usually through 
wholesalers. Increasingly artists are being given 
orders to mass produce and are encouraged to 
use machine tools to speed up the process.  

The gallery owner, Fran Fearnley,  having spent 
extensive time in Zimbabwe every year for the 
past 12 years, selecting work for the gallery, has 
noticed that her appreciation and enjoyment 
of authentic, hand-carved Shona sculpture only 
increases. The medium is ancient, the skill transfer 
is generational and cultural and the resulting works 
are both spiritually and aesthetically powerful.

ZimArt’s Rice Lake Gallery is located between 
Port Hope and Peterborough. For directions and 
information about the three exhibitions ZimArt is 
hosting in Toronto (July 7 – 10), Montreal (July 
30 – August 7) and at the Rice Lake Gallery 
(September 10 -25) visit www.zimart.ca.  Please 
note that all the photography was supplied by 
Paul Hodgkinson for Zim Art Rice Lake Gallery. 

Zim Art Rice Lake Gallery
Located between Port Hope 
and Peterborough, ON
For directions visit www.zimart.ca
Telephone: 1.705.939.6144
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