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In 2011, the Museum of Modern Art, Saitama presented the exhibition
A FatefulJourney: Africa in the Works ofElAnatsui and also held a
symposium titled "The Politics of Exhibition Space: A Case of the
Exhibition A FatefulJourney: lfrica in the Works ofElnatsui" in
conjunction with the exhibition. This exhibition had tremendous cultural
and academic significance as a solo show of unprecedented size for a black
African contemporary artist still living in Africa. The aim of the
symposium was to expand the understanding of both art professionals and
ordinary art lovers of the historical background and meaning of
presentations ofAfrican contemporary art in art museums and natural
history or ethnological museums. The discussion provided an opportunity
for chinking about ways of exhibiting ocher cultures in general, not just
Africa, and we hope that the ideas chat emerged will be helpful in
organizing future exhibitions in art museums and other types of museums.

This report includes summaries of presentations by the panelists (in
English and Japanese) and photographic documentation of the exhibition
at the different venues (National Museum of Ethnology, Sept. 16-
December 7, 2010; The Museum ofModern Art, Hayama, February 5 -
March 27, 2011; Tsuruoka Art Forum, April 23- May 22, 2011; and The
Museum ofModern Art, Saitama, July 2 - August 28, 2011).

We would like co express our sincere appreciation co the Pola Art
Foundation for the generous support chat made chis symposium
possible. ,

The Museum ofModern ofArt, Saitama !



Representation of Contemporary Art from Africa
and Activities of the Centre for Contemporary Art, Lagos

Bisi Silva
Artistic Director, the Centre for Contemporary Art, Lago

My presentation is in 2 parts. The first deals with the issue of the presentation of contemporary arc
from Africa within an international context. The second gives an insight into the artscene in Nigeria,
specifically in Lagos and the activities of the Centre for Contemporary Arc, Lagos which I founded in
2007.

Over the past 20 years there has been an increase in exhibitions featuring artists from the African
continent. Coupled with chis trend has been the steady rise of curators ofAfrican origin - though
many are based in the West. The trajectory of the reception of contemporary arc from Africa has been
fraught with difficulties, including its exoticisation, lack of comprehension, tokenism and in many
cases curatorial tourism. The majority of the exhibitions which have taken place have, under the guise
of introducing a new culture or geographical region tended to be large group shows. This has invariably
had the inverse effect of making mosr of the artists' works invisible. By presenting chem under an
Africa rubrique which emphasises a homogeneous entity the individual sovereignties of a continent
which constitutes over fifty countries are subsumed.

On the other hand, these exhibitions have also been necessary as a way of introducing artists who have
been globally marginalised to a wider audience. They have allowed a few and I really do mean a few
artists to come out from the shadows to have individual careers - El Anatsui being one of the most
prominent. This visibility has been facilitated with the rise of the independent curator, who working
under less institutional pressure has been more open to exploring cross-cultural collaboration. These
independent curators, critics and arc historians have as Nigerian arc historian Olu Oguibe observes
'remapped the global terrain of contemporary cul cure by questioning hegemonic concepts of ethnicity,
nationality, authenticity, of centre and periphery.' \X1irhin chis context the exhibition A Fateful
Journey is extremely important especially as it is taking place in Japan where there has been very
limited culrnral _co!laboratic11 with the African continent. However, I have always stated my
reservations with regards to showing contemporary art from Africa in Ethnology Museums not only
because of the constraints that ir places on the reading and meaning of the artists' work, but also the
burden of leing a signifier for a particular history or culture. A burden which is borne by few, if any

Ates correnpcrary arzisrs from other parts of the world. Nevertheless this does not mean that
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Over the past decade in Lagos, Nigeria important and exciting advances have been made in all sectors
of art and culture with Nollywood developing at a phenomenon pace to its current position as the 2nd
largest film industry in terms of output after Bollywood and before Hollywood. Nigerian literature
has always enjoyed international visibility through the works of Nobel Prizewinner Wole Soyinka and
writers such as Chinua Achebe and there is a new generation ofwriters with the most visible being
Chimamanda Adichie. Over the past 5 years Nigerian fashion designers arc redefining the parameters
of African design and individuals such as Ituen Basi, Adeola Sagoe, Tiffany Amber arc now presenting
their works in New York, Paris and Johannesburg. These developments are replicated in the field of
music, comedy and now also within the performing arts/theatre which had a strong tradition in the
70s. With this effervescence, the visual arc sector is beginning to re-organise, re-structure and cake its
place within the local and international cultural community.

As a curator of contemporary arc, it was also obvious chat in the absence of the appropriate cultural
infrastructure I would have to stare from scratch and create the platform char will allow me to
articulate my ideas, and realise projects with many of these artist interested in working in a more
experimental manner. It is within this context that CCA, Lagos was founded in 2007. The curatorial
and critical imperative aims to encourage, support and provide a platform for the critical engagement
with the changing dynamics of artistic practices outside an educational system chat demonstrates few
if any relevance to 2lst century realities. From the outset CCA, Lagos wanted to work with artists
with a socially engaged practice as well as chose working outside the constrain cs of accepted or an
accepted medium. One that went beyond art as an object or a commodity. From a pcrsonal perspective
the questions I was asking included; what kind of curatorial practice is possible in a context in which
infrastructural deficit - physical and intellectual -exists. What are the issues and themes
preoccupying artists specifically and the society in general? In which way can CCA, Lagos provide the
platform and space for artists' professional development? This unchartered territory presents its
challenges but also a carte blanche for the development of new models, strategies, and possibilities.

To achieve our goals and fulfil our objectives, over the past 3 years CCA, Lagos has worked with local,
continental and international curators, critics and artists to present a diverse programme of talks,
seminars, workshops, exhibitions covering a variety of issues and themes including Democracy,
Sexuality and the Body, Art, Fashion and Identity. Many of which arc the result of local and
international partnerships or collaborations.



The Politics of Place: How Should We Represent African Art?

Yukiya Kawaguchi
Project Leader of the exhibition A FatefulJourney: Africa in the Works of ElAatsui / Associate Professor, National Museum ofEthnology

The contemporary art from Africa has been attracting a great deal of attention since the 1990s, and it
has been featured in numerous exhibitions, symposia, and publications. While chis is a welcome trend
in many respects, African observers are nor entirely pleased with the fact char all the recent creative
work coming our ofAfrica is simplistically placed in just one category, "contemporary African art," in
spire of the huge land area and diversity of histories, cultures, and languages of the African continent.
With this problem in mind, we had two main goals in organizing the exhibition A Fatefuljourney:

Africa in the Works ofElAnatsui. The first aim was to present a large-scale solo exhibition focused on
a single living Black African artist. The orher was to explore the possibilities of representing objects in
new ways through cooperation between ethnological and art museums.
The modern art from Africa was previously treated as part of ethnic culture, just like cradicional masks
and figures, and mainly exhibited in ethnological museums. It is only recently char this kind of art has
come to be shown in museums of modern arc as "arc." In spite of chis change, however, African art
and artists are still not considered equal co chose of Europe and the United States. The people of the
West still consider the arc museum, and especially the modern or contemporary art museum, as rheir
own space.
Now that we have entered the 2lst century, how should we treat African arc and how should we
represent about it? I believe we need a two-pronged strategy. Our initial approach should be a
determined effort to exhibit more African arc in international exhibitions such as the large biennales
and 111 European, U.S., and Asian museums of modern arc as well as in Africa. T • a: ·11 ·• « a. nus eItort w1, gIve
African art a greater presence in the Eurocentric art world bur will probabl d 1· l h • ·
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a place at the bottom of the established hierarchy. In the long term, we need. , e cc to construct a new
mechanism for giving voice to African expression that transcends the narrow bound • f Iworld. ' n ares ot the art
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I was asked to make a presentation at the international symposium on opening day of the El Anarsui
exhibition at the National Museum of Ethnology. During the discussion, Shoichiro Takezawa's
French-influenced pronunciation of "sculpture" sounded like "scrapture." I thought co myself, "Yes,
that's right. El Anatsui's fabrics woven of aluminum fragments arc 'structures' made of 'scrap.""
When rhe show traveled to the Musrnm ofModern Art, Sairama, I heard char a precedent was created
for "scraprure" at the end of the 1960s in the work of Sairama sculptor, Naomichi Kimura
(1923-1972), who used steel as a material. Kimura skillfully constructed humorous forms of animals
our of steel scraps. This connection may only be coincidental, but I think it should be permissible to
recognize some sort of historical necessity in the El Anacsui exhibition coming to Saitama.
El Anatsui's metallic tapestries change spontaneously with rhe conditions of each exhibition space, so
their form is ephemeral, lasting only for the limited time of the exhibition. They arc flexible and able
to free themselves from the space of the museum, an institution that would like co fix rheir form
eternally. El Anatsui's work, in principle, avoids being imprisoned in the temple of arr. In Japan, the
fabrics woven with recycled metal scraps traverse freely back and forth between the space of the
ethnological museum and the space of the art museum, nullifying the boundaries between the two
categories. Jean-Hubert Martin, the main organizer of "Magiciens de la terre" (1989) at the
Pompidou Center, acted as if only Western curators had rhe authority co select works of arc from
ethnological materials, but ir seems co me chat the true value of the work of today's artists, including
El Anarsui, is found in their capacity to subvert the authoritative position ofWestern art.
When Pablo Picasso was explaining Les Demoiselles d'Avignon to Andre Malraux, he said that it was
his "first exorcism painting." What sort of demon was he exorcizing? William Rubin, in 20h
Century Primitivism (1986), wrote chat Picasso worked magic by changing a fetishistic African mask
into an icon of modernism. We might think about chis situation in terms of another artwork, Phase -
Mother Earth (1968) by Nobuo Sekine, an artist from Kawagoe. Sekine dug a round hole in the earth
and placed a column of earth with the same dimensions next to it. One might compare Africa to an
empty hole and the glorious achievement ofWestern modernism to a soaring column. There is more
to this maneuver, however, than exploitation. Picasso made a faithful copy of an African mask and
transferred it to the site ofWestern art. By doing so he freed his own creativity by exorcizing the devil
of tradition char possessed the art of Europe. One hundred years later, El Anatsui has woven new
tapestries ofmetal by recycling the junk discarded by Western society, placing them on the facades of
commemorative structures in Venice and Berlin, thus covering Western society with recycled masks.
Visitors co art museums are ordinarily discouraged from couching artworks with their hands. Even
implements meant for use in the Japanese tea ceremony are isolated in glass cases. El Anarsui,
however, asks people ro couch his work. Gentle touching creates opportunities to weave the world
together and make connections between people. Japan and Africa an: connected by the concepts of
recovering discarded goods and recycling chem in handicrafi:s. A new kind of contemporary expression
will emerge as chis dialogue between East and West reconfigures the North-South relationship
between Africa and Europe.
(translated by Stanley Anderson)

Bricolage and Scrapture
Shigemi lnaga
Professor, International Research Center for Japanese Studies
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