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Figures captions

Jewels from the Barbier-Mueller Collections
Fig. 1 Khã-nikhãga to’yo bracelet. Burkina Faso. Gan 
style. 19th – 20th century. Length: 18 cm. Inv. 1031-
20.
These magic bracelets are the attributes of entities associated 
with war and whose power emanates from roots. Such 
entities are linked to Páría, the principal spiritual protector 
of the royal armies whose cult is still being practiced. The 
bracelets named khãi-nikhãga to’yo were not made to be 
worn outside the ritual that enabled them to be charged with 
the entity’s power. They were hung from the roof of the first 
wife’s house and were moved only in case of danger. Their 
special holders were the warrior prince leaders. While many 
princes were warriors, only a few were appointed as leaders 
by the king upon referral from their head of lineage. One of 
the tasks incumbent on them was to oversee the army and 
present detailed reports to the king. One particular task 
involved watching over booty. Additionally, only warrior 
prince leaders were instructed in the tactics to pursue during 
combat. In the case of war, they would leave in the company 
of their wives, who would carry “the entity’s belongings” in 
an earthenware container on their heads. These belongings 
consisted of the bracelet, roots, barks and other products, 
all bound together with strips of fabric. While the other 
warriors remained in camp, the leaders would consult one 
another wearing their bracelets on their forearms or legs to 
enhance their warrior powers and to assure them of victory. 
They would then return the bracelet to their wives, who 
looked after them.
Note: information given by Daniela Bognolo in October 
2009.

Fig. 2.  Bori wa dìgi to’yo bracelet. Burkina Faso. Gan 
style. 19th – 20th century. Copper alloy. Height: 12.1 cm. 
Inv. 1031‑354.
The bori wa dìgi to’yo bracelet represents a snake with a 
sinuous body whose extremities are seen as two autonomous 
“heads”. It is the common attribute to Boro and Bépãgíra’ya 
spiritual powers, entities that protect the bond that links 
the Gan king to his mũgũsi-khoo, the minister in charge of 
his burial. For each new enthronement of one of these two 
main characters in the kingdom, a snake-shaped lost-wax 
bronze bracelet is finely executed, then buried in a shallow 
grave near the stone wall of the royal cemetery. The object is 
checked daily by the mũgũsi-khoo. Appearance of one of the 
two heads warns against the imminent death of one of the 
Gan sovereign power holders.

Fig. 3. Openwork ring. Eastern Nigeria (?) Copper alloy. 
Excavated object, dating unknown. Height: 30 cm. 
Inv. 1034‑145.
This ring is clearly of some antiquity and appears to have 
been buried. It seems to be without any close parallel. It was 
bought from a dealer who had a lot of Nigerian material and 
is thought therefore to be from Nigeria. An openwork lattice 
has bosses at each intersection and contracts at each end into 
a hollow ribbed cone which turns into a flat coil below which 

are loops supporting copper-alloy chains, some of which are 
fused together whilst three have lost all but the first links. On 
the other face of one coil are two ends of these chains, each 
carrying a small crotal. Upon the openwork are four pointed-
oval fields each containing a crab and an unidentified motif. 
Between these ovals are three well-observed crocodiles 
each with its tails bent round to its right and holding what 
happears to be a mudfish in its jaws. One of these fishes lies 
beside one of the ovals. The openwork style suggests a source 
close to the Cameroon Grasslands; the motifs suggest an area 
on the Nigeria/Cameroon border where land crabs appear 
together with crocodiles on a pendent plaque representing 
in a rather Yoruba style two fish-legged figures which Fagg 
assigns to his unprovenanced rag-bag ‘The Lower Niger 
Bronze Industry’.*
Presumably this collar was worn by a diviner.
*Note: William Fagg et Margaret Plass, African Sculpture : 
An Anthology, Londres et New York, 1964, p. 105.

Fig.  4. Sin túrifã ritual object. Burkina Faso. Gan 
style. 18th – 19th century. Copper alloy, muddy patina 
(one of the birds’ heads is restored). Height: 11  cm. 
Inv. 1034‑376.
The ancient Gan bronzes are exquisite examples of an 
art dedicated to depicting ‘powers’ of royal origin. They 
were associated with the worship of the spirits of deceased 
members of the princely family, recognised by custom as 
spiritual protectors of the kingdom. Each of them had a 
motto recalling an important event during his lifetime, and 
a symbolic representation which, when reproduced on ritual 
objects, imbued them with the ‘sacred identity’ necessary for 
their use.
The repertoire of metal objects was generated by the ‘formal 
lexicon’ that governed the creative process of society by 
determining the unicity of its vehicles of expression. They 
include both univocal representations of animals and emblems 
of ancient entities, and complex figurations combining a 
number of signifying elements whose association is meant 
to convey the composite nature of forms of worship, which, 
down the ages, have been integrated in the hierarchical 
religious system of this small Burkinabe kingdom. 
This object is a remarkable example of the above. It is 
designated by the generic term sin túrifã, which implies 
its composite form. It is associated with a form of worship 
practiced by Sua priests appointed by the king. 
The motif of three snakes sharing the same body conveys 
the communal origin of the matriclans descending from 
Princess Nyasè-Pósó, the youngest daughter of the royal 
family. Her female descendants were gradually excluded 
from the dynastic line of the Farma, an exogamous group, 
and founded the Sua, Khama and Thãama clans necessary 
for matrimonial exchanges. She was elevated to the rank of 
power protecting the cohesion of the reign, and her motto 
is ‘She appeared seated in a nest of weaverbirds, holding the 
chain of sovereignty’. The couple of birds (ploceus cucullatus), 
enthroned here on the snake, is her emblem. It symbolises the 
split nature of this entity venerated as a ‘putative mother’ by 
all the kings and their allies.

10



Fig.  5. Point bracelet. Nigeria or Niger. 11th  century 
(Carbon 14 dating). Copper alloy. Height:  12.5  cm. 
Inv. 1015-94.
This bracelet could come from Nigeria. The muddy inlays 
tell us that it was excavated. It was found with two other cuff 
bracelets covered on the outside and filled on the inside with 
similar though shorter points. No other similar object was 
ever found in any excavation sites known in Nigeria. 

Fig. 6. Bracelet. Cameroon, Grassland Region. Bamum 
Kingdom? 19th century. Ivory. Length: 9 cm. Formerly 
Josef Mueller collection. Inv. 1031‑242. 
We do not know amongst which chieftainship the very 
peculiar shape of some ivory bracelets was invented. These 
massive jewels were very much appreciated by collectors in 
the early 20th century. Josef Mueller acquired this specimen, 
notable for the balance of its outline and its dark red patina, 
in Paris before 1939. 

Fig. 7. Necklace. Mesopotamia, First Babylonian dynasty. 
First half of the 2nd millenium BC. Gold, agate. Height: 
24 cm; width: 11 cm. Acquired from Nicolas Koutoulakis 
in Paris in 1956. Inv. 240‑113. 
The pearls forming this necklace were bought loose but 
all come from the same grave. The current mounting is 
modern and follows certain logical rules, which might not 
correspond to the original mounting. The flat angled pearls 
are already produced towards the end of the Neo-Sumerian 
era, but are no longer in fashion around the middle of the 
2nd millennium BC. They are here mixed with cask-shaped 
pearls. To avoid rubbing, the goldsmith inserted one or 
several finely worked small golden pearls between each agate 
pearls. In the middle of the first cross-row, a single long egg-
shaped pearl, pierced at one end, is set as a pendant.  

Fig.  8. Necklace. Iran, Guilan Province. Known as 
being part of the “Marlik Culture”. Beginning of the 1st 
millenium BC. Gold, garnet, agate and central square 
stone. Height:  23  cm. Formerly Mohsène Foroughi 
collection, Teheran. Inv. 242-114.
This necklace is made of a main golden disc with a central 
square stone encircled with a star-shaped pattern obtained 
through the milled edge technique. The other elements come 
from the same site but the whole is a modern mounting put 
together in 1961 at the time of the acquisition. Very similar 
jewels were found by Ezat Negahban on the Marlik site. 

Fig. 9. Pendant representing a man standing. Honduras, 
Copán site. Mayan civilization. Classical period, about 
500 to 800 BC. Jade. Height: 10 cm. Inv. 502-26.
Despite its small size, this outstanding statuette bears 
obvious similarities to the great Copán steles both because of 
the frontal character and the ritual positioning of his hands, 
and the large belt falling between his legs. (Its decor seems 
to represent a simplified hieroglyphic sign). The character 
is wearing necklaces with several rows, ear discs, ankle and 
wrist bracelets but only a simple hairstyle. Traces of cinnabar 
evoke a funeral deposit. 

Fig. 10. Parts of a statue’s set of jewellery (?) representing 
a divinity. Tibet. 19th century. Or, turquoise, molten 
glass, lapis-lazuli, ruby and spinel. Height: 6 cm. 
Inv. 2506-35 A‑B. 
These circular ornaments represent an Indian motif, the 
kirtimukha (“face of glory”) often found in Tibetan or 
Newa jewellery from the Kathmandu valley. This hybrid 
monster mask, endowed with protective powers, combines, 
in the Tibetan version, the original face of kirtimukha and 
its leonine features with some of Garuda winged bird’s 
characteristics: added to feline ears and sharp teeth, it has 
got the remains of wings and holds in its hands a vegetal 
garland or a snake. It sometimes has horns, but can also wear 
a crescent of the moon (as shown here) or sun. The monster 
seems to be lacking his inferior jaw, which can be replaced 
by a beak, yet another inheritance from the Garuda bird. 
The motif on the lower part next to the central medallion 
reminds us of that used in Indian jewellery, mango-shaped. 
This kind of motif can easily be found on amulet boxes, high 
ranked officials’ ornaments or earrings. This piece mixes the 
cloisonné and filigree techniques. 

Fig. 11. Sipatal male pectoral. Philippine Archipelago, 
northern Luçon Island. Isneg Group. 19th century. 
Mother of pearl, agate, glass, silver, vegetal fibres. 
Length: 110 cm, width: 16 cm. Inv. 3528‑12.
The Isneg group is set north of the mountainous regions 
occupied by the Igorot tribes. It seized the nacreous kalinga 
pendants, amassed them and turned them into a great male 
pectoral ornament named sipatal. This one is made of six 
butterfly-shaped nacreous elements called bissin in Isneg, 
on the front, and held together by pineapple fibre threads, 
covered with agate, glass and Indian silver pearls. Another 
bissin and a few nacreous pendants are fixed to a ribbon made 
of tiny glass pearls. 

Fig.  12. Ha’akai ear ornament. Polynesia, Marquesas 
Islands. 19th century. Sperm whale tooth. Length: 10 cm. 
Formerly Josef Mueller collection; acquired before 1942. 
Inv. 5815.
Amongst all the jewellery worn by the Marquesas Islands 
inhabitants dear to Gauguin, this ear ornament carved into 
a sperm whale tooth is not the most common. The circular 
part leaned against the ear while the point adorned by a small 
tiki was inserted into the earlobe. The human body takes on a 
crucial importance in the Marquesas art, especially sculpture. 
It is its main motif and often medium or vehicle. Human 
representation is generally called tiki in the Marquesas. The 
legends made Tiki a mythical creature, creator of mankind. 
The tiki figures in the round were carved in wood, stone, 
cetacean tusks or human bones. Some were three centimetres 
high, others three meters. The tiki would also appear in relief 
on objects that proclaimed an individual’s social status or 
his prestige, like staffs, head jewellery or ear ornaments worn 
during ceremonies.
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Fig. A. Amethyst SiO2 and calcite CaCO3
South America
The term amethyst designates the violet variety of quartz 
(hardness of 7 on the Mohs scale) coloured by iron oxidation 
and used in jewellery. Its name comes from the Latin 
amethystus and Greek amethustos and means “that which 
protects from drunkenness”. 
Calcite is a calcium carbonate and has a hardness of 3. 
Described by Freiesleben in 1836, its name comes from the 
Latin calx, calcis, meaning “lime”. Pure, calcite is white; the 
chemical impurities in its crystal lattice are responsible for its 
colour. It can show phosphorescence or luminescence. 

Fig. B. Quartz SiO2 and hematite Fe2O3
Jinglong mine, Guang Dong, China
Quartz is the prevailing mineral on the earth’s crust and has 
a hardness of 7. It is usually colourless. Its name comes from 
the German quartz.
Hematite is one of the main ore of iron, hardness of 5. Its 
name comes from the Latin haematites meaning “blood-red” 
because of its colour when grinded to powder. It was used as 
a red pigment.

Fig. C. Native Copper Cu
Ray, Arizona, USA
Copper is a metal with a hardness of 2.5 – 3. Its name comes 
from the Greek kyprios meaning “the Island of Cyprus” where 
the antique copper mines used to be. It is the best thermal and 
electrical conductor after silver. When exposed to air, it gets 
coated with a greenish tarnish of copper carbonate known as 
verdigris. Copper was, with gold, the first metal to be used by 
man because it can sometimes occur as an uncompounded 
mineral, that is to say almost pure.

Fig. D. Amethyst SiO2
Magallesburg, South Africa
The term amethyst designates the violet variety of quartz 
(hardness of 7 on the Mohs scale) coloured by iron oxidation 
and used in jewellery. Its name comes from the Latin 
amethystus and Greek amethustos and means “that which 
protects from drunkenness”. We sometimes name this kind 
of crystallization “cactus”.
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One can only be captivated by the organized structure of 
the crystals of all shapes and colours. They offer to the eyes 
and mind a remarkable contrast when confronted to the 
seemingly chaotic rocks they come from. 

Do not we say crystals “grow” on a rock, as if this comparison 
with plants beautifully emerging from the humus, transposed 
the crystals into the pure and perfect expression of an ideal 
beauty born from an hostile and seemingly disorganized 
substratum? 

These remarkable mineral structures could be seen as initiators 
of sculpture, glyptics and jewellery. They encouraged men to 
excavate shapeless fragments and patiently fashion them into 
their ideas’ and symbols’ materialization. 

Alexis Barbier-Mueller’s gemstone collection takes us on 
a journey through the world and lands that nourished 
every civilization. The diversity of the mineralogical pieces 
represents the most common species and a few collectors’ 
species. Thus, the quartz, the prevailing mineral on the 
planet, is well represented with its various species (colourless, 
amethyst, chalcedony). Nonetheless, some species are made of 
less common minerals in such dimensions, like the kyanite. 

On the nine classes listed in Strunz’ mineral classification (1. 
elements. 2. sulfides and sulfosalts. 3. halides. 4. oxides and 
hydroxides. 5. carbonates, nitrates and borates. 6. sulfates, 
chromates, molybdates and tungstates. 7. phosphates, 
arsenates and vanadates. 8. silicates. 9. organic compound), 
eight are represented. 

This mineral anthology we are admiring here shows us one 
facet of our planet’s extraordinary wealth. Under our feet, 
the star-born matter awaits our dreams.
 

Candice Kaplan & Franck Notari
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