Spectroscopic Analyses Of “African” Glass Beads Highlighting Reciprocal Influences Between African And Europe Production (19th-20th Century)
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ABSTRACT
From the end of the 19th century European colored glass beads, also called “trade beads”, have been massively exported to Africa with the expansion of colonial trade networks. Mass production centres such as Murano near Venice or Bohemia adapted their design to the observed African tastes. Reciprocally a local craftswork emerged in several countries such as Ghana where the Krobo people developed their own design with Akoso or Bodom beads and even imitate now the millefiori beads initially invented in Italy. These mutual influences are a source of anthropological questions concerning the evolution of the materials choices, the technology and the manufacturing know-how of colored glass beads between these two continents.

We selected a corpus of a few tens of beads from the Musée de l’Homme and from private collections corresponding to beads either produced in Europe or in Africa at the end of 19th century or during 20th century and always intended to the African market. The aim of this study was to characterize the composition of the glass matrix and the chromophore elements in order to gain insights into raw material sourcing, potential glass recycling practices and coloring techniques.

We used several spectroscopy and imaging techniques: synchrotron radiation based XRF and XAS at the PUMA beamline in the synchrotron SOLEIL, PIXE at the accelerator AGLAE (C2RMF), Raman and optical (UV-visible reflectance) spectroscopies. These techniques allowed to obtain elemental mappings of beads from sodium to heavy elements such as uranium complemented with punctual chemical analysis (XAS, Raman and UV-visible reflectance) in elementary homogenous regions of interest. The results obtained enabled us to discuss and precise the provenance of the beads as well as the production date thanks to the trace elements detected or to the coloring agent identified. In particular we highlight how XAS measurements provide complementary information to Raman and optical spectroscopies to characterize the coloring agents.
 
