
The Twenty-First Century and the Mega Shows: A Curators' 
Roundtable 

Chika Okeke-Agulu, Salah M. Hassan

Nka: Journal of Contemporary African Art, Number 22/23, Spring/Summer
2008, pp. 152-188 (Article)

Published by Duke University Press

For additional information about this article

[ Access provided at 17 Jul 2020 18:09 GMT from Princeton University ]

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/422786/summary

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/422786/summary




SHOWS 
Moderated by Chika Okeke-Agulu 
with an introduction by Salah M. Hassan 

[H]istoriography, including art historiography, is only possible if a 
few events are selected from the chaos and peddled. Historiography 
pretends to go by the worth of events, as contemporaries supposedly 
saw it, but uses its own evaluation. 

Walter Grasskamp (1996) 1 

T he general state of curatorial practices and research in con
t empora ry and m o d e r n African art has improved a great 
deal in the last two decades, and a n u m b e r of well-

researched books, dissertations, exhibit ions and catalogues have 
been produced. C o n t e m p o r a r y African artists have started to 
enjoy some recognit ion, albeit on a smaller scale than that accord
ed to their Western counterpar ts . Several exhibitions and a few 
texts p roduced dur ing the last decade have effectively captured 
aspects of the complexity of the con tempora ry African art scene 
th rough interdisciplinary and visual culture approaches . 2 These 
include exhibit ions and compan ion texts such as Seven Stories 
about Modern Art in Africa, The Short Century, Authentic/Ex-
Centric, Looking Both Ways, A Fiction of Authenticity, Snap 
Judgments, and Africa Remix. Wi th varying degrees of success, 
these exhibit ions have provided critical frameworks for interrogat
ing the contemporary—specifical ly African m o d e r n i s m and post-
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modern i sm—by engaging diverse media includ
ing art, photography, architecture, music , theater, 
fabric, fashion, film, posters, and literature. Unlike 
earlier exhibitions or texts on African m o d e r n art, 
these exhibi t ions have t ranscended t radi t ional 
boundar ies in the visual arts by incorporat ing 
popular culture, si tuating the visual in relation to 
the discursive and overcoming the typical institu
tional separation of art, architecture, film and 
video, and new media. Above all, it is impor tan t to 
ment ion that these exhibit ions challenged old rep
resentations of Africa in art history. By breaking 
down the artificial boundar ies between no r the rn 
and sub-Saharan Africa, and between the so-called 
"Arab Africa" and "Black Africa," they cri t iqued 
many of the essentializing tendencies that have 
plagued the field since its inception. 

As I have recently argued elsewhere: 

Today, the overall picture in Africa points 
toward a serious intellectual decline when 
compared with the op t imism of the inde
pendence and decolonization movements 
and the rise in the 1960s and 1970s of a gen
eration of modernis ts in literature and arts, 
such as Chinua Achebe, Ngugi wa Thiong 'o , 
Leopold Sedar Senghor and Wole Soyinka, 
who combined artistic and literary p roduc 
tion with serious critical writ ings. With few 
exceptions, the current burgeoning of artis
tic and literary p roduc t ion . . . has no t been 
matched with critical, discursive writ ings 
that can help elucidate their complexity. 3 

An example of such exceptions, besides articles 
in journals such as Nka, Art South Africa, and 
Third Text, is the compan ion catalogue of Okwui 
Enwezor 's exhib i t ion Snap Judgments: New 
Positions in Contemporary African Photography, 
which highlighted the range of individual artistic 
responses to the economic , social and cultural 
spheres of African nat ions, and provided new 
insight into the complex and mult iple voices of 
younger African artists. 

Perhaps what we now need is an innovative 
framework that can facilitate a critical unpacking 
of con temporary African art practice and the 
curatorial politics of its representation. This can 

only be accomplished th rough systematic research 
and interrogat ion of the theoretical imperatives 
that inform con temporary African artistic prac
tices, and the curatorial politics that shape their 
r ep resen ta t ion in exh ib i t ions a n d global ar t 
forums. This is the main goal of the roundtable , 
which is brilliantly modera ted by ou r colleague 
and co-editor Chika Okeke-Agulu. By inviting 
major scholars, curators , and practi t ioners in the 
field of con tempora ry African art, the roundtable 
is also in tended to gesture toward a critical medi 
ta t ion on curator ial practices of the last two 
decades and to provide a space for reflectivity and 
theore t ica l engagemen t a n d d ia logue on the 
mean ing and implication of mega exhibitions in 
relation to con tempora ry African art practices. 

We migh t as well ask, why focus on exhibitions 
and curatorial practices of the last two decades 
and not on other means of representation of con
t empora ry African art, or not on the artists and 
their art works? If anything, as the above quota
t ion by Walter Grasskamp clearly i l luminates, 
exhibitions remain to be helpful in aiding scholars 
in p roduc ing a coherent historical na r ra t ive . 4 

They are, whether we like it or not , the bui lding 
blocks of art history and are therefore crucial in 
"mediat ing the art object and in moving it from 
the private to the public doma in . " 5 Most impor 
tant , reflecting on mega exhibitions and curator i 
al practices in African art will most likely help us 
highlight the various issues of cultural hegemony 
vis-a-vis non-western art product ion , and to clar
ify the dynamics between the internat ional art 
marke t and the politics of globalization. 

The past few decades have also witnessed a 
noticeable shift in the scholarship and exhibit ion 
of con tempora ry African art in the West, and 
especially of the modernis t and pos tmodernis t 
experience in African art . This shift, however, is 
taking place within the context of a larger shift in 
curatorial practices in the West. It is characterized 
by the proliferation of exhibitions focusing on 
con tempora ry non-western art. These exhibitions 
are cons t ruc ted a r o u n d par t icular no t ions of 
g roup identity and then projected and translated 
into certain conceptual and visual traits. In most 
cases, these not ions are largely "reductive." Mar ie-
Ramirez points out that: 
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"Identity" is not an "essence" that can be 
translated into a part icular set of conceptu
al or visual traits. It is, rather, a negotiated 
construct that results from the mul t ip le 
positions of the subject vis-a-vis the social, 
cultural , and political condi t ions which 
contain it. How, then, can exhibit ions o r 
collections a t tempt to represent the social, 
ethnic, or political complexities of groups 
wi thout reducing their subjects to essential-
ist stereotypes? 6 

This shift, of course, is due largely to the new 
politics of mult icul tural ism in Europe and Nor th 
America, and to the increasing diversity of their 
ethnic composi t ion. But whatever the reasons, 
there is a definite shift in the art world, and it is 
one that deserves ou r a t tent ion as the discussion 
in the roundtable has clearly evidenced. 

To begin with, this shift, as Marie-Ramirez once 
remarked, gives the illusion of expanding "the bor 
ders of the contemporary art world, reorganizing 
cultural frontiers, and chart ing ou t new identities 
for previously marginalized groups ." 7 It allows 
organizers and curators to claim credit for tearing 
down established hierarchies and for democrat iz
ing the space for cultural action. Indeed, it gives 
every appearance of celebrating diversity and mul 
ticulturalism, but for all the hype, this shift is tak
ing place against a background that is rife with 
contradictions and paradox. 

Most interesting, these exhibit ions take place 
in the western world that is becoming increasing
ly xenophobic and bent on closing its borders to 
African and other non-western immigran ts . The 
curb on immigra t ion , the recent Draconian laws 
in post-September 11 USA and Europe, and the 
racist attacks on African immigran ts and refugees 
in Europe are but a few examples of the growing 
xenophobia. However, most relevant to the pur 
pose of this roundtable is the role of the curator, 
which has undergone a profound t ransformat ion 
in the con temporary art world. No longer a dis
creet arbiter of public taste, as Marie-Ramirez has 
eloquently argued, the cura tor has become a cul
tural broker of global magni tude , a central player 
on the world stage of culture and identity politics. 

It is curators , more than art dealers or critics, who 
establish the value and meaning of ar tworks. As 
intermediar ies between artists, inst i tut ions, and 
professional s t ructures, curators have t r emendous 
power over the fate of an artist 's career and status 
in the art wor ld . 8 

Given this complex state of affairs, therefore, it 
is quest ionable whether the recent t rends in cura
torial practices have truly expanded and democra
tized the world of con t empora ry art. 

In conclusion, what I have tried to argue above 
is to out l ine the rat ionale and t imeliness for 
organizing such a roundtab le and to sustain such 
a dialogue o n con tempora ry African art practice 
and its politics of representat ion globally. To this 
end, the modera to r and the part ic ipants have been 
most e loquent in art iculating many of the issues at 
hand and in addressing the quest ions raised by the 
modera tor . 

Salah M. Hassan, Ithaca, NY, May 19, 2008 

Notes 

* See Walter Grasskamp, "For Example Documenta, or How 
Art History is Produced?" in Thinking About Exhibitions, ed. 
Reesa Greenberg et al. (New York: Routledge, 1996), p. 68. 
2 Prior to that, since the mid-eighties we have seen a steady 
rise in the number of exhibitions on African art, and, more 
specifically, on contemporary African art. Consequently we 
have witnessed the proliferation of exhibition catalogues and 
critical articles both validating and contesting the various dis
courses projected by these exhibitions. Examples are numer
ous. They are mostly what is referred to as "mega" shows and 
art festivals dedicated to contemporary African art: Africa 
Explores, Africa Hoy or Africa Now, Africa: Towards the Year 
2000, Africa 95, Africa: The Art of a Continent, to name only 
a few. 
3 See Salah M. Hassan, "Flow: Diaspora and Afro-
Cosmopolitanism," in Flow (New York: The Studio Museum 
in Harlem, forthcoming June 2008). 
4 For more discussion on the importance of exhibitions to the 
making of art history see Salah Hassan and Olu Oguibe, 
"Preface" in Authentic/Ex-Centric: Conceptualism in 
Contemporary African Art (The Hague: The Prince Claus 
Fund Library & Forum for African Arts, 2001). pp. 6-8 
5 See Walter Grasskamp, p. 68. 
6 See Marie Carmen Ramirez, "Brokering Identities: Art 
Curators and the Politics of Cultural Representation," in 
Thinking About Exhibitions, ed. Reesa Greenberg et al. (New 
York: Routledge, 1996), p. 23. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
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Inscribing meaning: Writing and Graphic Systems in African Art. May 9, 2007-August 26, 2007. Photo: Franko Khoury. National 
Museum of African Art, Smithsonian Institution. Installation image. 

Chika Okeke-Agulu: This platform I th ink pres
ents us with the oppor tun i ty to consider the chal
lenges ahead for the field of con tempora ry African 
art. Looking back at the last century there was no 
doub t that a lot of gains were made , in te rms of 
exhibiting the work of African artists in the inter
national arena; a t rend that began m o r e or less 
with Jean-Hubert Martin 's Magiciens de la Terre in 
1989 and Susan Vogel's Africa Explores (1991), fol
lowed by a succession of megashows in the 1990s, 
and cont inuing in the early years of this centu
ry with Okwui Enwezor's Short Century (2001) 
and Simon Njami's Africa Remix, currently tour
ing in Johannesburg, Granted that big all-Africa 
shows have played impor t an t roles in br inging to 
African artists to internat ional arena, d o they still 
have relevance, or has the field reached a point 
where such shows should be deemphasized in 
favor or smaller, m o r e rigorously focused themat 
ic or one-person shows? Also, and here one may 

speak in general or specific terms, what are the 
critical implications of the curatorial a rguments 
and choices such shows entail on ways of know
ing, and of construct ing or fashioning con tempo
rary African art? 

Gi lane Tawadros: Perhaps one way to approach 
your quest ion is by clarifying our intent ions when 
we curate the work of African artists. Speaking 
personally, I have always unders tood it as a dou
ble-edged process. First of all, it is about the pres
enta t ion of an artist's work and the provision of a 
critical, artistic, and intellectual context for that 
work, respecting the integrity of the artist's own 
intent ions and artistic trajectory. At the same t ime 
(and this, in my view, should no t be a secondary 
or second-order intent) is the configuring and 
reconfiguring of the art-historical canon. This lat
ter aspect requires us at m o m e n t s to intersect and 
converge with art 's existing his tor iography and at 
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other mom e n t s to move away from and chart new 
narratives, to retrace past histories, and also imag
ine new possibilities at one and the same t ime. 

Elizabeth Harney: Thanks for start ing with such a 
loaded set of quest ions. First, I th ink ideally we 
should be beyond the po in t where the all-Africa 
surveys should be necessary, bu t in reality I believe 
that a cont inued two-prong approach, with large 
and smaller-format shows, needs to be followed, 
taking into account the audiences with which we 
deal and discourses with which we wish to engage. 
We still need the big shows to reach those who sit
uate arts of African artists in e thnographic spaces 
and times. The cont inued presence of "artifacts" in 
most of the major m u s e u m s of the West that rep
resent "precolonial" practices and that are bo th 
physically a n d conceptua l ly separa ted from 
exhibits and discourses on con tempora ry arts 
d e m a n d s a c o n t i n u e d , conce r t ed response . 
Con tempora ry curatorial projects go a long way 
toward engaging with these long-s tanding ways of 
seeing and interpret ing the works of African 
artists. Situating African artistic practices in the 
here and now with presentat ions that alert muse
u m publics to the sheer diversity and breadth of 
con temporary work across the cont inent and its 
Diaspora is critical. 

Certainly the cont inental-wide shows run the 
risk of perpetuat ing the pernicious identi ty-based 
essentialisms that bo th artists and curators wish to 
overcome. Following the lead of artists is critical 
here, as Gilane has already suggested. I, for one , 
a m more interested in curat ing solo exhibit ions 
and thematically focused shows than Africa-wide 
shows, as there are so many artists whose works 
may speak poignant ly to these broader issues 
wi thout being impr isoned by them. There should 
be no reason why these smaller shows canno t 
highlight a wide range of aesthetic conversations, 
which may or may no t have to do with Africa. 
I do think that it is difficult to speak of the essen-
tializing fictions of Africa-wide shows wi thou t 
also contemplat ing the tempora l parameters cura
tors use to frame them and the works shown 
under their umbrella. There remains a very large, 
impor tant , and barely known "archive" of m o d e r n 
materials, practices, and artists on the cont inent 

and in its diaspora that megashows like The Short 
Century can only begin to suggest. It is imperative 
that curators cont inue to tell m o r e poin ted stories 
of m o d e r n i s m in and of Africa so that one can 
consider the relat ionship of con tempora ry artists ' 
works to local and internat ional frames of refer
ence and s imultaneously engage with longstand
ing modern is t canons . 

Ery Camara: Unfortunately I didn ' t have the pos
sibilities to see the last shows bu t I've read bo th 
catalogs and followed recent biennial exhibitions 
that can be considered a survey of con tempora ry 
African art. To start with a challenge for that field, 
I wonde r what kind of audience these exhibitions 
are targeting? Most of t hem are u n k n o w n in many 
countr ies in the cont inent . Few educational insti
tu t ions can be men t ioned as taking care of that 
pa t r imony and its integrat ion and disseminat ion 
th rough m o r e serious means . 1 agree that exhibi
t ions of this k ind b rough t m o r e visibility to ou r 
con tempora ry artists, documen ta t ion for scholars 
and oppor tun i t ies to Western s tudents and ama
teurs to have an alternative vision of art history 
and so many issues related to the manipula t ion of 
identity, etc. . . . It is hard to be satisfied by an 
exhibit ion, bu t let us acknowledge their values as 
keys for several debates and revisions that maybe 
wouldn ' t take place but , once again, what are ou r 
aims in doing these kind of exhibitions? Being a 
con t r ibu t ion to a larger and complex discourse, I 
th ink m a n y contradic t ions observed in some of 
these shows project unclearness , seems to be 
addressed to the Western mains t ream as a proof of 
whatever cura tors propose . I wish we could focus 
the different publics a t tending these exhibitions 
and the p romot iona l infrastructure a round these 
projects. Is it only a problem for the African dias
pora? H o w are they connected to the many lacks 
we could men t ion from our cultural policies, our 
t rainee p rograms in art school? I hope we could in 
ou r discussions t ranscend the doing and discuss 
why and for w h o those exhibitions are m a d e and 
what kind of use can be m a d e from them. 

Laurie A n n Farre l l : The megashow format for 
con tempora ry African art exhibit ions has definite
ly outlived its use value. While these earlier exhibi-
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t ions may have served an in t roductory purpose , 
they now seem to reveal m o r e abou t the organiz
ing curators and insti tutional agendas than they 
do about the actual part icipat ing artists. Group 
exhibitions of well-known, overexposed artists 
(commonly referred to as the usual suspects), 
gloss over in-depth explorations of individual art
works and issues th rough the inclusion of too 
many artists. Having said this, these exhibitions 
will likely cont inue and it is up to artists to decide 
whether to participate in the large-format group 
exhibition, or not . Individual artists need to weigh 
the pros and cons of each exhibit ion oppor tun i ty 
against their own personal ambi t ions or career 
goals. 

I echo previous panelists' suggestions that con
sideration be given first and foremost to the artists' 
in tent ions . Con t inu ing to provide meaningful 
solo and focused themat ic exhibitions for emerg
ing, mid-career, and established artists is a proac
tive way forward. We can also suppor t artists by 
commissioning new work and publishing catalogs 
for these solo and smaller exhib i t ions . 
Additionally, we can develop and implement p ro
gressive new strategies for exhibiting con tempo
rary African art that move beyond geographic and 
nationalistic models . 

Colin Richards: It s truck m e forcibly in Africa 
Remix that these large shows raise expectations of 
representivity just by the sheer n u m b e r of artists 
included. A smaller show, conceptually (curator i-
ally) tighter, with more works per artists, is exclu
sive (and of course risky, bu t curators should be 
up to tha t ) , and allows real quest ions of value and 
so on to surface quickly. I somet imes th ink "inclu
sive" shows indicate a curatorial failure of nerve. 
Related to this is the inevitable "cramping" of cer
tain works because of the sheer scale of the show. 
In the case of Africa Remix here, Tracey Rose's 
work was horr ib ly pos i t ioned, and Wangechi 
Mutu was frankly a travesty. Others , like Bili 
Bidjocka were m u c h better. Clearly we all have to 
grapple with the constr ict ions and contingencies 
of space, especially in shows that travel. So some 
shortfalls are to be expected. In this case, however, 
I think the compromises were avoidable and sim
ply too great. There were also too m a n y tepid 

South African artists on show, which m a d e me 
wonder. Not sure what happened here. But per
haps these are local issues. 

"While it may be t rue , as Laurie says, that these 
shows highlight the cura tor and ins t i tu t ional 
agendas, and wi thou t minimizing the critical cen-
trality of individual artists, I do worry about the 
somewhat fetishistic appeal to "the artist" in many 
responses from curators . In practice this can wear 
a bit thin. In my interaction with artist colleagues 
as an artist every day, they are as variable as any 
o ther collection of individuals b o u n d by a com
m o n activity. And those w h o have been "curated" 
have m u c h to say about their work being respect
ed etc. Oddly, artists are often spoken for by those 
who claim that right, and I a m not sure about this. 
Artists are critical obviously to the creative project 
in all its extension, from studio to public space. In 
Africa Remix a s t rong claim was m a d e for the indi
vidual artist, a claim no t sustained in the show in 
my view, and also not in the catalog in any distinc
tive way. So it is complex. I am not suggesting, by 
the way, that Laurie is doing any of this, bu t what 
she says has me thinking (if on the spot) . I will 
doubtless say some stupid things in the course of 
all this. 

I agree, bu t to a degree, on the need for shows 
to reflect artists ' in tent ions. Artist's intent ions, like 
"context," are variable, change, are uneven, contra
dictory, pat , too smoo th by half, and suffer all the 
predat ions of render ing in language ou r desires, 
wishes, dreams. Somet imes they are plain silly, off 
the wall, bu t in uninterest ing ways. There are 
interesting and impor tan t ways of being silly of 
course, bu t my point is perhaps there is no th ing 
especially sacred a b o u t ar t i s ts ' " in ten t ions . " 
Whatever else we seemed to have placed in ques
tions, "intentions," like "authentici ty" and so on 
are all included. Not to be ignored, bu t simply to 
be critically engaged. 

As curators , we indeed have to be more com
plex (visibly) in ou r engagement with insti tutions. 
These "sites" are all interconnected, bu t it often 
seems to m e the inst i tut ional factors or forces are 
suppressed in m a n y shows, or displaced by so-
called larger ques t ions of " f raming"—be they 
nationalistic, geopolitical, or, indeed, the "individ
ual artist" approach. The insti tution is a site in the 
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Seven Stories about Modern Art in Africa, exhibition catalogue. 
London: Whitechapel, 1995. 
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site-specific sense, not simply a venue. 
By the same token, bu t on another point , I 

think curators are often no t particularly straight
forward about their own active and energetic 
agency in the art world. They (we) sometimes seem 
like honest but passive brokers for the individual 
artists. This is deception, for like us all we are peo
ple with ambit ions, agendas, affiliations, and so on . 
I am overstating the case here, no doubt , bu t the 
passive or even active honest broker figure speak
ing on behalf of the (largely silent) artist seems to 
m e a figure of justifiable suspicion. Curators are 
not paper-thin, t ransparent mediators of the real 
work. They constitute and create and direct and . . . 
have their careers. No? This is something that did 
occur to me when I read Gilane's interesting obser
vations on what curators do. 

In any case, I think Chika's last quest ion is per
haps pa r amoun t . Entangled here is the problem of 
"African" art in a "global" context. This is still 
complicated (however dated) , bu t I a m convinced 
like many of my colleagues that the key issue is to 
avoid continental introspection on the one h a n d 
(a kind of zero-sum-game parochialism) and sim
ple assimilation to so-called "global" t rends in the 
other. The interface between within and wi thou t is 
surely the zone that deserves our energy and flesh
ing out of ou r arguments , our creativity, our ques
t ions. This may sound simplistic, and I a m deeply 
irritated by the dead rhetoric of in-betweenness 
and interstitiality, bu t the critical vitality in ar t -
making as in curat ing surely lies in relating to 
what is strange. In fact making strange itself is a 
crucial, critical process. Est rangement is a double-
edged sword, and it seems to m e critical for any 
creative activity here and now. 

Chika: A n u m b e r of quest ions emerge from the 
discussion, bu t let me take u p just two. First is the 
place of the curator in the making of art-historical 
scholarship. Colin had ment ioned , quite rightly, 
that curators are not necessarily neutral media tors 
for artists and their work, bu t instead are like 
o ther producers and t raders of knowledge mot i 
vated by personal visions, careerist imperatives, 
ambit ions, and such. Indeed in the field of art , 
especially con tempora ry art, curators are arguably 
the most powerful shapers of art 's discursive hor i 

zons, with their exhibitions (which can make or 
break artists ' careers, influence values of ar twork 
and their movemen t into museums) and catalogs 
(that have increasingly become referenced texts 
c o m p e t i n g for scholarly a t t en t ion wi th the 
a u t o n o m o u s m o n o g r a p h ) . In other words, the 
choices cu ra to r s m a k e can have far-reaching 
effects on the direction of con temporary art, at 
bo th the discursive level and in art's part icipat ion 
in the wider soc ioeconomic a n d ideological 
nat ional and internat ional contexts. Wha t differ
ence does it make to acknowledge this significant 
"power" of the curator in knowledge product ion? 
Does it mat ter that in the field of m o d e r n and 
con tempora ry African art, catalogs seem to out 
n u m b e r a u t o n o m o u s monograph ic studies? In 
short , is this a problem for the field? 

Second is the quest ion of the audience. Ery 
speaks of the p rob lem inherent in the fact that 
m a n y of the large exhibitions address a Western 
audience, and this is obvious from the fact that 
n o n e of the i m p o r t a n t megashows (with the 
exception of Africa Remix) were produced on the 
con t inen t , no r d id any travel there . As such 
reviews and follow-up scholarship a round these 
exhibitions have been more or less restricted the 
f i rs t -world discursive circui ts . A l t h o u g h the 
Internet makes it a bit easier to access exhibitions 
and debates a round them from anywhere in the 
world ( including, at least theoretically, Africa), 
and therefore complicate the quest ion of audi
ence, the physical absence of these exhibitions 
from the cont inent and the a t tendant absence of 
local critical discourse can be the basis for argu
m e n t against the relevance of the apparendy influ
ential megashows inside the cont inent . In o ther 
words , does it ma t t e r tha t an ove rwhe lming 
a m o u n t of knowledge product ion in the field of 
con tempora ry African art takes place in the first 
world? Equally impor tan t , it seems to m e that 
these quest ions invariably br ing u p the question of 
money. Let me pu t it this way: if African institu
t ions canno t afford to produce these exhibitions, 
does it mat te r if African-based scholars are no t 
par t of the debate elicited by these shows? Does it 
mat ter that Africa-based (critical) viewing publics 
are marginal to what has become the effective dis
cursive hor izon of con tempora ry African art? 
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Elizabeth: I have several thoughts on this next set 
of questions, and I take u p the second quest ion 
about audience and space first because I th ink by 
unpacking it we might be better able to under 
stand the centrality of the curator 's role in the p ro 
duct ion of a canon and discursive space for con
tempora ry African arts wi thin the broader art 
world and academy I agree that the mega exhibi
tions are geared toward audiences, collectors, and 
critics in the West or first world (for lack of better 
terms) a l though the fact that they are in Africa or 
no t doesn't always yield the kinds of shifts in eco
nomic or discursive power, let alone audience, that 
one would hope for. Just th ink of the b road appeal 
of the Dakar and Cairo Biennales and Bamako 
Photography Festival with the ar t -world glitterati. 
Gerardo Mosquera warned us m a n y years ago n o w 
about creating an exotic marketplace of "others" 
for New York curators to "shop for" and "discover" 
the new within the Havana Biennale. 

I would argue though that while one of the rea
sons for the spatial posi t ioning of megashows in 
the West is money, ano ther reason is simply that 
this conversation about Africa, representat ion and 
discourse, and aesthetic universalisms and par t ic
ularisms has been such a longt ime preoccupat ion 
of the Western art-historical establ ishment and 
diasporic communi t ies . The Western art world, 
with all its hubris of centrality, is where the fight 
has continually been played out . Indeed it has 
been argued that the fascination with exhibiting in 
this m a n n e r is inherent to Western unders tand
ings of the self. 

This fight over representat ion seems largely to 
have ignored local condi t ions o n the cont inent . I 
am not suggesting that curators have no t been or 
should not be concerned wi th the infrastructural 
realities, patronage systems, and audiences on the 
con t inen t , only tha t the m e c h a n i s m s of the 
Western art world have clearly no t been concerned 
with these issues. 

The so-called "curator 's m o m e n t " has certainly 
been encouraged by a Western art world that is 
looking for an interlocutor who will vet the work 
of previously "unknown" artists for the market . 
How much does the cura tor in this sense differ 
from the modernis t critic (from Baudelaire to 
Greenberg) w h o de termined measures of value 

and authent ici ty for an insular Western art world? 
The spatial posi t ioning of the cura tor o r critic 
affects the a m o u n t of resources available and the 
audiences addressed; what is mos t concerning is 
the suspect m a n n e r in which ar t -world institu
t ions look to an authent ic voice to speak "for" 
Africa. 

We should be concerned about the extent of the 
curators ' powers today; powers which can only be 
checked th rough collaborative efforts with artists 
and other scholars and transparency of purpose. 
The scholarly wri t ing of curators is m u c h needed 
in a situation in which art-historical narratives are 
so slow to address the cosmopol i tan richness of 
c o n t e m p o r a r y artistic expressions. O n e needs, 
however, to cont inue to be sensitive to the work
ings of canonizat ion, which advance an elite class 
of carefully chosen artists and ignore an eno rmous 
set of visual practices u p o n the cont inent . 

Laurie: Is there such a th ing as a truly "neutral 
mediator"? It seems that m u c h of o u r recent dia
logue has hovered over issues of agency, subjectiv
ity, and power. Some curators have consciously 
shifted their practice to operate m o r e collabora
tively and the resultant shows reflect the strengths 
of these cooperative efforts. Wha t do we make of 
the recent p h e n o m e n o n of influential collectors 
as curators and the power they exert in the mar 
ket? D o we th ink artists m o r e objective than cura
tors? Alas, in the end, everyone has an agenda. 
Ultimately, we are still talking abou t individuals 
taking a pos i t ion—albe i t a soli tary or g r o u p 
stance. 

Exhibit ions will never t ranscend the limita
t ions of subjectivity. Can we accept this l imitat ion 
and enjoy them for wha t they do offer? 

There are a n u m b e r of v ibrant artist collectives 
and groups doing impor t an t work across Africa. If 
we ask ourselves if it mat ters that African intellec
tuals are no t shaping con tempora ry projects and 
associated scholarship in the West, we should also 
ask ourselves why m a n y Western curators w h o are 
creating these projects are so ou t of touch wi th 
what type of work and practices are taking place 
on the g r o u n d in Africa. Going to Biennales with 
a t roupe of o ther curators (seemingly as tourists) 
hardly consti tutes meaningful research. Does it 
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matter how long someone conducts research if 
they are able to establish contacts and relation
ships that lead to future inquiries? Does a cura tor 
or organizer need to be an organic intellectual to 
pu t toge ther a though t fu l o r g r o u n d b r e a k 
ing exhibition? If so, how do we qualify the 
requirements? W h o sets these parameters? This 
again seems to lead back to quest ions of subjectiv
ity. 

What about scholars who have dedicated their 
lives to studying historical or indigenous cultural 
practices and now tu rn their a t tent ion to contem
porary art? My experience has been that some of 
these scholars want to create an e thnography for 
all con temporary artists to interpret their works 
through an anthropological lens. If the c o n t e m p o 
rary work resembles something they encountered 
in their fieldwork and is familiar, then somehow it 
becomes more relatable. I acknowledge that years 
of dedicated research into a culture may shed deep 
insight into some signs and symbols employed by 
con temporary artists. However, the issue is that 
some curators in this c a m p are actively working 
against commiss ioning new works and offering 
new opportuni t ies to emerging artists. How do we 
deal with this type of curatorial practice? Or do we 
even need to address this? 

Okwui Enwezor: I want to be specific, and will 
avoid generalizations and vagueness. As such I will 
address Chika's quest ions from my own curatorial 
and insti tutional experience. In this way, I can 
organize what I say in m o r e self-reflexive fashion 
so as to sketch both the differences and conver
gences in modes of working and th inking that 
others may share or not share. It would also be 
helpful if the part icipants can speak concretely to 
their own experience, how they have addressed 
some of these admittedly thorny issues in work 
they have made . On that note , I long ago ceased 
being worr ied about being an African cura tor or a 
Nigerian or diasporic or American cura tor—take 
your pick as I a m represented in one form or other 
by these affiliations—that I do no t find it useful in 
the least to worry, as Betsy does, about overcoming 
the burden of identity. There is the soft point of 
identity, and there is the hard, then the fuzzy. 
Artists and intellectuals alike make worlds out of 

these modes of self and collective fashioning. So 
from the po in t of view of the essentializing conun
d r u m , one may or may not face, let me err, at least 
provisionally, o n the side of m y postcolonial iden
tity as a po in t of depar ture , and from there we 
may complicate the picture a bit more in order to 
unders tand what is fundamentally at stake when 
any of us venture ou t to make Africa the subject of 
ou r various curatorial or intellectual endeavors. 

I believe strongly in the idea of construct ing a 
field of study, an area of inquiry that consti tutes in 
the Foucauldian sense an archaeological g round, a 
space capable of yielding insight into the various 
si tuations of ar t and artists, and the fate of ideas 
and objects p roduced in societies in t ransi t ion 
such as those in Africa where many artists we work 
with live and practice. Then there are the others 
w h o have developed a taste for exile, those we give 
the title diasporic , bu t whose Western Un ion 
remittances still reach their targets back in the 
m o t h e r country, where entire families depend on 
them. W h e n we pose the quest ion of essentialism, 
how d o we pause to observe how the intellectual 
and cultural infrastructures of African societies 
are being dismantled, displaced, and dispersed 
across the world? It is a frightening prospect to 
th ink about renewal of the aesthetic and critical 
condi t ions of con tempora ry African art wi thout 
addressing these issues. 

These quest ions as they are arrayed before us 
offered the first p r o m p t , the provocat ion, if you 
will, for const i tut ing an o rgan—Nka—where the 
results developed from within the field of con tem
pora ry African art can be moderate ly accessible. 
The m e t a p h o r of archaeology I a m employing 
invariably affects h o w we analyze the condi t ions of 
p r o d u c t i o n wi th in which African art ists toil-
Unders tand ing the forces that shape a given field 
and the artists ' struggles with it and place within it 
is impor t an t in making informed decisions and 
choices about what objects and images to include 
in an exhibit ion or which artists to exclude or 
invite. I a m a s trong believer in curatorial research. 
There is n o exhibit ion I have made on the work of 
African artists that has not involved extensive trips 
to the cont inent . While it is impossible to be 
exhaustive, frequent research tr ips give one better 
tools of analysis and for art iculat ing the differ-
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ences between practices and between geopolitical 
and economic spaces—take for example Nor th 
Africa or the Maghreb and South Africa as good 
instances. Wha t may somet imes seem a tenden
tious tendency to be all-inclusive—and certainly, 
there are exhibitions that do no t discriminate 
enough between weak and strong works—never
theless, experience has taught m e that m a n y 
things do intervene: from artists no t living up to 
what they promise to lack of curatorial will and 
responsibility. Any n u m b e r of these issues can set 
some of a curator 's best intent ions astray. I cer
tainly can tell stories about the Short Century, 
In/Sight, the African section of Century City and 
Global Conceptualism, and Snap Judgments. 

Each of these exhibitions have been as different 
as the subjects they addressed or engaged. The 
dialectic, was always, however, Africa and its vari
ous condit ions of cultural p roduc t ion and indi
vidual aesthetic and cultural visions. And they 
showed artists in such concentrated forms. Take 
the Short Century for instance; we were able to 
present large-scale installations of Antonio Ole, 
Kendell Geers, William Kentridge, Kay Hassan, 
Oladele Bamgboye, Bodys Isek Kingelez, plus large 
suites of David Goldblatt 's pho tographs (more 
than forty images), an entire r o o m of Tshibumba 
Kanda Matulu . Mind you, this is a very large exhi
bi t ion wi th m a n y artists and o the r artifacts. 
Sometimes, I tend to think, it would be a long t ime 
before any inst i tut ion will invest in such wide-
ranging examina t ions of postcolonia l African 
practice. For m e the Short Century is a parad igm, 
because it accords with my interest in enacting 
Africa from an archaeological and archival po in t 
of view. So to set a context, the archival and 
archaeological is the historical and intellectual 
basis from which I work curatorially. This is cer
tainly the way I have imagined the current trilogy 
on Africa I a m working on: the first being Snap 
Judgments, then The Rise and Fall of Apartheid, 
and The Invention of Africa: 1839-1939, which is 
on the first one h u n d r e d years of the history of 
photography. 

I note the above in order to begin the careful 
work of distinguishing individual curatorial proj 
ects, what motivates their p roduc t ion , and what 
ultimately recommends them as good or no t so 

good. I clearly believe in the mastery of one's lan
guage, because it can provide tools for examining 
the flaws within it. I would never accept having my 
work expediently l umped together with any other 
exhibit ion simply because the subject is Africa. We 
mus t develop a critical scope for sorting exhibi
t ions from one another, otherwise we will find 
ourselves lapsing back to the same homogeniz ing 
tendencies to set Africa in aspic. Exhibitions, to 
my thinking, have a language, and somet imes may 
bear the s t amp of their au thors (I want to insist on 
this nomencla ture for what it yields on behalf of 
unders tanding and analyzing the language and 
discourse of a given exhibit ion). This language 
helps define and designate the curator 's logic, his 
c o m m a n d of his subject, and how equipped he or 
she is, to fashion distinctive work while respecting 
existing references. So t ry as one might wish to 
assume the posi t ion of a balanced, objective cura
torial motive, curators are authors of their p ro j 
ects, and for better or worse, the exhibition is their 
text. And the first place to check out the text, is not 
the catalog or brochure bu t the exhibition proper. 
Colin does a magnificent job of reading Africa 
Remix from the evidence of what it " looked" like 
in Johannesburg. But I a m not convinced that he 
captures all the nuances of Simon Njami's cura to
rial approach. 

While certainly my work is often not restricted 
to con tempora ry African art, over the last fifteen 
years, con tempora ry African art has been a consis
tent field of inqui ry for me . My posit ion as a cura
tor and wri ter emanates from that commi tmen t . 
Whe the r wri t ing solicited or unsolicited essays on 
the work of the artists, commiss ioning new work 
from them, inviting them to shows, or collecting 
their work for insti tutions, this is what I do and I 
a m quite happy to defend it. While working in this 
field has p roduced its share of frustrations and 
somet imes d isappoin tments , it has been wor th it 
from my s tandpoin t to devote serious and sus
tained intellectual, inst i tutional, and organiza
tional resources to examining the textured and 
complex views of art that have been made by 
artists who by choice and otherwise claim either 
this identi ty or affinity with the cont inent . In a 
global sphere in which the ins t ruments of cultural 
legit imation increasingly are being dispersed and 
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the totalizing construct of a center is becoming an 
anachronism, and as more focus moves in the 
direction of Asia, African artists, curators , and 
intellectuals cannot risk the k ind of complacency 
that tells t hem that their identity is a weakness. 

I a m certainly not advocating an identi ty-based 
model for anyone, bu t to treat the complexity of 
the con temporary African imaginary as some
thing to be so easily dismissed, or a field that can
not survive sustained intellectual reflection and 
curatorial interrogation th rough different exhibi
tion devices and methodologies is to me a mistake. 
To trade inclusivity for exclusivity, as Chika's ques
tion suggests, is a rather reductive way of looking 
at this complexity. Why should there not be many 
opt ions, from the monograph ic to the subject-
driven g roup show, to the mega exhibition? The 
large-scale exhibition is a genre, with a g r a m m a r 
and language all its own. Not every cura tor is par
ticularly good at curat ing them. All these models 
should be par t and parcel of the evolving narra
tives of con tempora ry African art. I certainly do 
not agree with Laurie that so-called megashows 
(and very few of these shows, including Africa 
Remix, truly qualify to be called that name) have 
outlived their usefulness. In addit ion, if we look at 
the numbers we find that there have no t been that 
m a n y so-called megashows of c o n t e m p o r a r y 
African art. We must be circumspect abou t dis
missing an exhibition model that has served, espe
cially, emerging and developing artists. The g roup 
exhibi t ions—both large and smal l—are often
t imes where these artists make their in ternat ional 
debut . While the monograph ic study is essential in 
building a bet ter unders tanding of the individual 
oeuvre and how its legacy and effects are diffused 
th rough the work of younger generat ions, or the 
countervail ing disciplinary and methodological 
disobedience other artists subject it to, we mus t 
not treat it as a vir tue in its own right. It is some
thing to work toward in order to diversify the 
opt ions available to artists. If we look at the field 
today one gains a measure of satisfaction that 
much of what we see on the g round today was 
built in the '90s. There are far more m a n y artists 
with galleries, solo m u s e u m exhibit ions, showcas
es in art fairs, biennials, and hanging in pe rma
nent collection galleries in m u s e u m s than there 

were a decade ago. While this migh t not be 
enough , it is moving in the right direction. I am a 
great fan of the mode l Clive is developing at 
Johannesburg Art Gallery. It's all additive. 

These debates, to my mind , offer a healthy 
env i ronment on which one can work confidently, 
creatively, and theoretically o n what makes con
t empora ry African art a viable opt ion , a m o n g -
m a n y o ther opt ions in the s tudy of art of the pres
ent. In this sense, Gilane makes a very impor tan t 
po in t about the current configuration of art his to
ry and the p roduc t ion of new narratives. I for one 
teach from one such new narrative, which is 
Betsy's profound study of negr i tude and how it 
shaped, domina ted , and ult imately mobilized the 
critical practice of a generat ion of artists in a thor 
ough postcolonial model in Senegal. Negritude's 
product ivi ty in parsing the essentialist quest ion, 
which like the "other" quest ion is no t as t ranspar
ent to the commodifying lens of curatorial field 
research, showed us in Betsey's book a veritable 
theater of refusal, a g round of intellectual insur
gency abou t con tempora ry African artistic condi
t ions that canno t be universalized for the sake of 
expediency. Concrete cultural and historical cir
c u m s t a n c e s a n d ph i losoph ies m a r k those 
m o m e n t s of intense, active, engaged produc t ion of 
a field. 

Therefore, it bears repeating that the global 
sphere at this historical junc ture may have slipped 
into the condi t ion of p e r m a n e n t t ransi t ion. And 
so like everything else that is dynamic and chang
ing, con tempora ry African art is par t of this con
dit ion. I therefore agree with Colin o n the need to 
avoid cont inental introspect ion. Yet, he goes on to 
w a r n against assimilat ing everything in to the 
global. This seems to m e an a t tempt to have it 
bo th ways. But I a m sympathet ic to the conun
d r u m the quest ions Colin is raising provoke, par
ticularly if we view it from Ery's open ing remark 
abou t the audience for con tempora ry African art 
exhibit ions, given the fact that they are almost 
always displayed in places generally outs ide the 
cont inent , and may therefore become susceptible 
to the misreading of the manifold gestures of 
the artists. 

Ques t ions of the power of the curator, their 
agendas, and careerist jockeying in the West have 
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been made , bu t has anyone asked how many 
African cu ra to r s are actual ly p e r m a n e n t l y 
employed by insti tut ions or have the kind of con
sistent access to inst i tut ions to produce exhibi
t ions of their own choosing with artists to w h o m 
they are commit ted? Even more , how often are 
African artists employed to teach as tenured facul
ty in Western art academies, colleges, and univer
sities? These are spaces where the security of 
employment can allow for more reflexive, long-
term modes of working and thinking about the 
complexities of the field of con temporary art, 
whether African or not . But if we leave the West 
aside, a big worry rarely broached is the pitiable 
state of art academies in Africa today. To have 
artists operating under such huge deficits is n u m b 
ing and something that I have been thinking about 
for quite some time, especially how to invent 
another model of curatorial practice that can begin 
working with new situations on the ground. 

This is where I re turn to the earlier point I 
made about my postcolonial identity in relation to 
my curatorial and art-historical practice. I see my 
postcolonial posi t ioning as m o r e than an affective 
condi t ion in relation to identi ty or ethnicity, bu t a 
fundamental philosophical and historical g round 
on which to formulate a meaningful curatorial 
position, and therefore to help frame the larger 
agenda of a critical interest that may be useful in 
the global art world. But I speak of postcolonial 
here as bo th a mat ter of historical entanglements 
and es t rangements , as the sharing of legacies 
across histories of domina t ion and subordinat ion, 
of tent imes wi th bru ta l dehis tor ic iz ing conse
quences that blot ou t artists, objects, and ideas ou t 
of history. At the risk of offending Colin, con tem
porary African art and artists still work in intersti
tial modes , in make-do , tokunboesque, bricolage 
kind of way. When working with some artists one 
is aware of the poverty of the language, the gaps 
that exist in how certain formal languages are 
assimilated even though the complexity of imagi
nat ion is there for all to see. Sure creative misun
derstandings and mistranslat ions produce n e w — 
not hybrid—objects and ideas, bu t the cost of that 
kind of struggle on the psyche is tough. Artists 
often work with tools that may no t always effec
tively serve their complex aesthetic and intellectu

al needs. 
Across the gap of the deep-seated ambivalence 

expressed in some of the responses, I will agree, 
that m o r e r igorous work remains to be done . 

Colin: I noticed that the Institute of C o n t e m p o 
rary Arts in London includes a m o n g its December 
talks one titled "The Artist-Curator: Curators as 
Artists and Artists as Curators." This has come up 
in various ways in the curat ing of African art, and 
I wonder whether it is no t wor th exploring a little 
more . Partly there are situational issues relating to 
the presentat ion of what happens in Africa and to 
Africans in con tempora ry art in this relation, and 
this will be of direct interest to us all. There are 
other arguably more intrinsic dynamics to the 
curator/art is t figure and act ivi ty—whether it is a 
good thing, what is negative about it and so on, 
which would apply to any exhibition. At root 
though , I th ink there is a changing not ion of what 
cura tor means in con temporary art, and in the 
'90s especially Africans (mainly of the diaspora?) 
And African artists made a great cont r ibut ion to 
this change. There is an interesting history here, is 
my suspicion. It would be part of Chika's first ques
tion relating to "the place of the curator in the mak
ing of art-historical scholarship," with the addition 
that here the focus is on display and studio produc
tion in the making of such scholarship. It also 
speaks to the various forms of scholarship that 
seem to have arisen over the past two decades, when 
the n u m b e r of catalogs has not been met by a sim
ilar product ion in monographs , or even general 
continental histories (this last difficult anyway). 

Presumably we are building audiences within 
Africa, and this is a crucial activity. We are also 
bui lding networks, critical discourse, and the like, 
all of which are impor tan t . Perhaps here those of 
us w h o live on the cont inent have stronger views 
about the imperative of all this development , how
ever dire the infrastructural and developmental 
problems we face. I recall when David Elliott did 
his Art from South Africa show, he made a com
m i t m e n t to have at least part of that show brought 
to a major venue here (I mean South Africa). I 
have n o doub t that this cont r ibuted to the debate 
a r o u n d that show, even in its mos t radical and 
uncomfor table d imensions . We wanted a postex-
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hibit ion text to come ou t of this experience, so we 
could have a record. This proved impossible. 

The other major exhibition in which this hap
pened was in the (re)mixed bag of Africa Remix, 
and again there was some very interesting critical 
discussion that would cont r ibute to this very 
debate we are engaged with here in these pages. 
Again, had a d o c u m e n t been produced of bo th 
reception and wri t ing from elsewhere, combined 
with what happened here (in the mos t product ive 
momen t s ) , we would have p roduced someth ing 
quite remarkable. The postexhibit ion forms of 
publication are not done for any shows anywhere 
as far as I k n o w — b u t would it not be wor th build
ing this form into the budget ing for such exhibi
tions? I mus t also say that Africa Remix, while in 
Johannesburg, was seen by Africans from n u m e r 
ous o ther parts of Africa, and this interaction was 
also valuable. I would no t th ink this historical 
imperative should become a political du ty as such; 
partly because we need some flexibility for quite 
material reasons, and we need to respect the criti
cal independence such as we all enjoy when we 
engage such matters as critics, or even if we choose 
to engage them. And we are all par t of that critical 
audience, are we not? I a m expressing myself badly 
here, bu t hopefully the drift is clear. I a m also 
aware of tensions that exist between South Africa 
and rest of Africa, which seem at base to relate to 
the power of the economy, and all that might be 
consequent on that . 

Internat ional Exhibitions and Representat ion 

Chika: Al though she didn ' t pu t it in same words, 
Betsy's c o m m e n t alludes to the mat ter of repre
senting work produced by artists on the cont inent 
in internat ional (precisely in Western and emerg
ing Asian) galleries, m u s e u m s , and biennials . 
Qui te clearly this points to a p rob lem faced by 
curators who mus t confront the aspect of cura t ion 
that has to do with "quality control," in other 
words an awareness that M u s e u m X will balk at a 
proposal with work considered qualitatively infe
rior to what is normal ly seen in such m u s e u m . 
Which raises the question, how does the curator 
deal with the problem: seek ou t only such work 
that meets this supposedly " internat ional s tan

dard," and face the possible charge of becoming an 
agent of globalization, while ignoring those char
acteristic of the local trends? In Nigeria, there has 
been some debate in the past couple years arising 
from the feeling o n the par t of artists there that 
curators of internat ional exhibitions ignore their 
work because it refuses to comply to the curators ' 
ideas about what constitutes ambi t ious contem
pora ry work. Al though one often reads in these 
posi t ions a strain of dunderheaded nat ional ism, it 
nevertheless reflects a general criticism of curators 
and exhibitions of con tempora ry African art. 

It seems to me , however, that in dealing with 
the quest ion of representation, the work of the 
cura tor mus t first and foremost be seen as an 
a rgument , as posi t ion taking, which implies a con
scious decision to ignore—in the context of a 
show, by no t including—aspects of a subject irrel
evant to the a rgument /pos i t ion , ra ther than as an 
anthropological enterprise meant to show the way 
things generally are, how artists live and work in a 
par t icular place; in o ther words, that it is impossi
ble to talk abou t representation (of African art and 
artists th rough con tempora ry art exhibitions or 
o ther similar narrative procedures such as p u b 
lished studies) as a neutral , nonpolit ical, or n o n -
ideological gesture o r process. Much of the criti
cism of representationali ty often comes from the 
assumpt ion that curators of the big African shows 
set out do just that, to present a totalizing picture 
of con tempora ry art in Africa; whereas it seems to 
m e that the mos t successful shows, regardless of 
their size, t ry at their best to show impor t an t 
examples of work that fits the subject or theme of 
the exhibit ion. As an independent curator, it is not 
my job to represent or account for the range of 
practices in Nigeria or Africa, wi thout subjecting 
such pract ices to the same critical s tandards 
i m m a n e n t in the discourse of con tempora ry art. It 
does no t make sense to use my shows to highlight 
the impoverished state of our art insti tutions, or 
comment , for instance, on the resistance of many 
Nigerian artists to new practices and forms, by 
including such work in my shows. Not including 
them is in itself taking a posi t ion, an a rgument . 

Colin: The p rob lem of quality is a vexing one , and 
in t ru th exhibit ions—especially in inst i tut ions 
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with public manda tes—are products of struggles 
over "quality" rather than benign showcases of 
"quality." It places, though, a special bu rden on a 
curator when there is a conflation of normat iv i ty 
in qualification and the energies of some par t icu
lar, situated set of condit ions of creation. Often 
"locality" bears the bu rden of this particularity, 
against the normat ivi ty of the internat ional or 
global. 

This said, I have also been acutely aware that 
intense cultural parochialism is the reason for cre
ative and intellectual poverty, wi thin Africa and 
beyond. Artists will say that their work does no t fit 
the bill (so to speak). This kind of parochial ism is 
itself an "inside" mi r ro r image of an imposed and 
often i l l-understood "outside." If con tempora ry 
African art is intrinsically critically open and rela
tional, then creative parochialism is less abou t the 
local than the simply impoverished. W h e n it is 
more robust, pointed, resisting, critical, engaged 
most curators wor th their salt would presumably 
recognize this, framing and organizing things 
accordingly. And make suitably modes t claims for 
what they are doing. I a m no t speaking here of 
s o m e s i m p l e m i n d e d n o t i o n of the exotic 
(al though I th ink strangeness has an unapprecia t 
ed place in too m u c h of what we do) or of a par
t icular k ind of a p p r o p r i a t i o n that too easily 
becomes assimilation. 

"Representivity" in the sense used in the dis
cussion has risked becoming a very passive form 
of false consensus—like the megashow, that par t 
of our history is over for the m o m e n t . It seems 
artists, curators , writers are alike in that they offer 
perspectives, not totalities; and the perspective 
stands or falls on its strength (quality again). They 
do take posit ions, advocate and so on , albeit in 
complex ways about complex things. Publ ic -man
date inst i tut ions have other pressures presumably, 
bu t we have choices how we interact wi th these 
(reflection on the 2nd Johannesburg Biennial and 
its fate would be very useful in this regard) . 

It is worrying that the inst i tut ional reception of 
work a round "quality" remains a s tumbl ing block. 
Not because we do no t agree that quality is crucial, 
bu t that consensus a b o u t qual i ty is ha rd to 
achieve, especially if it diverges from some kind of 
canon or no rm. Often, weak work fits a curatorial 

bill, somet imes instrumentally, and so gets includ
ed. We all know the pressures of representat ion are 
always already there. Here the categories of an 
imposed art history often do not help, where clas
sifications are used to deal simplistically wi th the 
m u c h more complex and conflicted problem of 
value. Cura tors seem to m e to have a special 
responsibility in taking u p these issues wi th some 
assertiveness; hence the need for deep and inti
mate experience of the work, the artists, the oper
ating histories, the condi t ions of p roduc t ion . 

W h e n Laurie asks if there is a neutral mediator , 
one wonders if this is a serious quest ion (al though 
it unde rp ins Chika's first quest ion) . At best I 
would th ink there are agents wi th interests that 
can t u rn a n u m b e r of ways, and no t always con-
gruent ly or consistently. It is best that these be vis
ib le—but as data ra ther than as an alibi of some 
s o r t — a n d par t of the p roduc t ion and critical 
reception of the work. Each exhibit ion seems to be 
about advocacy of some order ; about breaking 
g round and occupying te r ra in—in discourse, in 
the studio, in the inst i tut ion. I would wholehear t 
edly suppor t Chika when he says "the work of the 
cura tor m u s t first and foremost be seen as an 
a rgument , as pos i t ion- tak ing . . . ra ther than as an 
anthropological enterprise, mean t to show the way 
things generally are, how artists live and work in a 
par t icular place e tc . . . . " Tha t everyone has an 
agenda is n o bad thing; if they say so, all the better. 
It should become par t of the discourse of the exhi
bi t ion. Indeed, who would trust anyone who , 
open-pa lmed , says "Trust me , I have n o agenda"? 
O n e favorite "bu t " is tha t the cura tor serves the 
interests of the individual artists w h o are silent, 
unrepresented, and disgrunt led. This artist as vic
t im pose seems to m e demean ing to all. Of course 
mu tua l respect is impor tan t ; of course recognit ion 
of mu tua l value equally s o . . . and so on . 

My feeling is also that curatorial approaches 
have m o r e to offer the conventions (or challenges 
to) art his tory than the correlate of the individ
ual/collective emphasis . The first would lead to 
b iography a n d even hagiography as a basis for 
wri t ing history, while the latter would probably 
lead to ano ther ra ther fast-frozen social history of 
art. Curator ia l approaches often thematize the 
larger project, wi th in which o ther " themes" arise. 
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While be ing avowedly c o n t e m p o r a r y , these 
inevitably lead to impor t an t quest ions of history 
or histories, as well as essentially open questions 
about relations between different par ts of the 
world. If s t ructured in quite a careful way, we 
would reach a combina t ion of a kind of present 
history of ideas and recognition of the material 
condit ions that make our creativity possible, while 
also setting limits. Crucially, it is impor t an t to 
develop a language of the art object or the event 
(whatever media) which itself involves specificity, 
materiality, intellection, even "spirituality," the 
combinat ion of which should force us to recog
nize the irreducibility of at least par t of what we 
create in our response to our worlds, internal and 
external. It goes wi thout saying that in all this that 
the curator becomes a key agent in the const ruc
t ion and writ ing of art history. 

I also wonder whether a postexhibit ion catalog 
would not be something buil t into such projects. 
Catalogs are an impor t an t resource and space of 
intellectual and creative movement , bu t often they 
contain older works, and rarely installation shots 
and discussion as to wha t actually happened in the 
curat ing in part icular settings. A post-exhibi t ion 
publication could also record responses to the 
exhibition in consolidated form, and so ensure 
that material otherwise lost or obscure would find 
its way into crucial archives. There is someth ing 
about the essentially conservative culture of the 
major insti tutions that needs challenging here, 
and this seems a case in point . 

Laurie seems to see a way of articulating an 
alternative in terms of "cooperative" efforts. While 
I would endorse this as an op t ion (rather than an 
or thodoxy) , I don ' t believe it addresses the p rob
lems she originally worr ied about . It is also very 
easy to idealize collectives, and to imagine them 
more pure and complex than is often the case. But 
what is of greater and more worrying critical 
m o m e n t is when they are b rought into being 
because of a failure of critical nerve on the ques
t ion of value, and the diffusion of responsibility 
that happens in collectives when no one quite 
grasps the nettle of value. And, of course, even sin
gle-curator shows are clearly the products of col
lective action. Here presumably direction, or ienta
t ion, and so on may well be associated with a sin

gle person, bu t the collective project is critical. It 
would be useful to look at different models here. 
My guess here is we need to become more specific 
and historical, and actually examine some of these 
forms of collectivity in relation to value, canoniza
t ion, to the product ion of an audience, as artistic 
advocates, and so on . 

I see Betsy also seems to think that "collabora
tive efforts wi th artists and other scholars" may set 
condi t ions on the "power" of the individual cura
tor. I th ink this is impor tan t , bu t not wi thou t 
some quest ions ( some of which are pointed to 
above). Betsy's o ther po in t about " t ransparency" 
is, I think, in any event an intrinsic par t of the crit
ical process with which we engage exhibitions and 
ou r colleagues. Some cura tors are apparent ly 
more t ransparent than others, bu t I a m not always 
sure this is a good thing. Wha t is, is that we chal
lenge each o t h e r critically, a n d tha t critical 
processes become part of the reception of such 
exhibit ions. Access to information here is pr imary, 
and t ransparency serves this access in impor tan t 
ways. Wha t I am trying to say, I guess, is that t rans
parency is a bit like "artistic intention": complex, 
contradictory, and a "text" no t easily taken at face 
value. Transparency can so easily become an 
evasive and defensive reaction to the potential of 
criticism. 

Perhaps I should say that for m e contest is 
always intellectually and creatively more interest
ing and fertile than consensus and correctness. 
Hardly a novel thought . Contradic t ion and sub
jectivity (to th ink of Laurie's commen t ) are not 
obstacles to wha t we do, bu t are the very grounds 
u p o n which we m o u n t (discursively) ou r exhibi
t ions, volatile as they may be. The l imitations of 
subjectivity are n o m o r e than other l imitations, 
including the opposi t ion subjective/object, and 
no t something I would want to t ranscend. On the 
contrary. This may be making virtue of vice, but 
so be it. Subjectivity relates to t ransparency and 
advocacy. 

My sense about the literal location of the cura
tor in social life is variable. W h e n institutional 
s tructures are weak, organic intellectuals play a 
critical role. W h e n insti tut ions are strong, organic 
intellectuals play an even more critical role. We 
need , ul t imately, to chal lenge the paralyzing 
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orthodoxies of those in o u r and other inst i tut ions 
whose practices and adminis t ra t ion of culture 
seem suspect. We certainly need to smash (or at 
least reverse) the anthropological lens of which 
Laurie speaks, and to which Chika refers. 

In creating an aud ience—and here I would 
imagine we are speaking not of a Western audi 
ence, but principally an audience located in cos
mopol i tan conurbat ions a round the world. The 
exclusions built in to this spatializing process can 
be part of consti tut ing an audience for and of con
temporanei ty in art. Contemporane i ty (for all that 
has been wri t ten) remains a critical t e rm for any 
such discussion such as this. My own usage tends 
to locate it since 1989 (the reasons are no t hard to 
find), a l though I th ink it is cont inuous with and 
older bu t still ongoing process of our encounter 
with "modernity." And by the last I crudely mean 
the implications of radically increasing urbaniza
t ion, industrialization, social mobility, and the like 
and the consequent rout ines of crisis that afflict 
the twenty-first century. Put t ing things this way, 
though, however pragmatically useful, tends to 
reduce complex, int imate individual imaginat ion 
and creation simply to so many responses to the 
condit ions of existence, and this seems exactly 
what art (almost uniquely) is not about , or no t 
entirely. But perhaps this is another question. Still, 
the not ion of contemporane i ty does prefigure or 
give some shape to what kind of audience we 
might seek to produce and address. 

Whatever the case, I still do not think it is use
ful to draw fundamental principles and stable dis
tinctions between Western audiences and others. 
This too is a place of real social contestation and 
dogged, excited misunders tanding, and as cura
tors, artists, and writers, one in which we are all 
presumably involved. My sense is there is also a 
question of value here. Clearly we are no t in the 
market for popular culture as such (which leads to 
antagonisms for the remit of especially public 
institutions, funders and so on) , or, this is an aspect 
of what we d o that is a source of creative conflict. 
Celebrity still seems to be the best pitch we have for 
the popular or populist (this is not high-grade 
stuff). But I have doubts that what we produce in 
our studios, other spaces, the streets, and where 
what we produce ends up—galleries, museums , 

and events—will ever garner large, excited audi
ences. But we need to make every effort to consti
tute audiences for what we do, remember ing too 
that our colleagues and fellow travelers are also an 
impor tan t part of that audience. 

Of course the fact that insti tutions are embod
iments of colonial and imposed author i ty gives us 
pause to consider such things very carefully, bu t 
even when this history is complexly mediated for 
now, many quest ions of popul ism and public 
accountabil i ty remain entangled. If we take the 
quest ion of value seriously at least here, then to 
collapse art directly into heritage or popular cul
ture (I a m not saying there is no t an ever-present 
dialectic that might be very product ive here) mus t 
be impor tan t , in one way or another. My own view 
is for a robust , historically conscious au tonomy 
for art (but this is an a rgument for elsewhere). At 
one level, this goes to the hear t of what art is and 
is not in the con tempora ry world (al though I 
th ink this is, in some ways, a sterile quest ion) . My 
sense is that whatever it is, it cannot respect 
localisms and nat ional boundar ies too much . Of 
course these things could and perhaps should not 
be wished away, even if we could. They certainly 
offer some of the resources of resistance to simple 
assimilation of art to homogeniz ing global t rends: 
the "global" market . But the space—symbolic and 
literal—of what we do lies somewhere adjacent or 
at cross-purposes to these forces, hinged and 
unh inged to convention, faux popul ism. 

To re turn to Chika's earlier provocative ques
t ion at the end of his art iculation of the two ques
tions; Yes, it does mat ter whether or not view
ing/critical audiences inside the cont inent are 
marginal to discussions about con temporary art, 
bu t this is not a given, or a reflex to what some 
might see as an imper t inen t quest ion. We do need 
to work ou t how it mat te rs—that I would th ink it 
should no t be taken for granted that it does or 
does not matter. This needs to be thought though , 
t hough my instinct tells me that if there is not a 
local context of encounters , experience, response, 
the overall picture becomes seriously disfigured 
and to some degree illegitimate. 

But what we also need to avoid is a case of spe
cial pleading for con tempora ry African art, in 
favor of a robust discussion that works with and 
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challenges the con t r ad i c t i ons in ins t i tu t iona l 
reception and culture. There is a worrying tension, 
for example, at work in Africa Remix, where the 
opposi t ion individual: collective ("African") seems 
to thread th rough the discourse and the actual 
exhibition. The privileging of the former is I th ink 
less problematic in principle ( though it is), than in 
actual practice. But I cannot d o justice to the 
specifics here. 

Wha t I do r emember vividly abou t Africa 
Remix were two things that bear o n audience. The 
one was the opening, which was a t tended by a far 
larger and more diverse audience than probably 
had ever been seen at the Johannesburg Art 
Gallery. Not all were drawn by the art, of course, 
bu t it was extraordinary to realize the deep hunger 
many have to see an "African" show here, perhaps 
especially given that it circulated in par t s of 
Europe—broadly speaking. There was m u c h ener
gy generated, t o o — t h e second thing. Many ener
getic (and some frankly disappoint ing) discus
sions, formal and informal, resulted from the 
exhibition. This began fostering—at least wi thin a 
wider intellectual/cultural c o m m u n i t y — a sense of 
engagement, which has to count for something. In 
a sense the show seemed to meet the need in some 
(or the expectation) of providing a "positive" his
tory of African art, and an appreciat ion of the dis
tinctiveness of art in the p roduc t ion of "local" and 
continental histories. It also threw some quest ions 
into stark relief, questions intellectuals here have 
been engaging bu t in different arenas of activity. 
In a sense, however a mixed bag the show 
inevitably was, Africa Remix offered a window and 
m i r r o r o n ourselves in "Africa" (specifically 
Johannesburg, of course) and "Africa" out there, as 
well as a fulcrum or interface for debates about the 
colonial legacy, con temporary globality, and so on . 
Somet imes these debates were m o r e a b o u t 
entrenched prejudices than open, searching experi
ences, but that is part of an impor tan t cultural 
process here at least. In the end, what struck me is 
that there may be a large h idden audience for con
temporary African art here and elsewhere, and 
than our efforts—when involved in insti tutions 
abroad—include the pr imary recognition of this 
and its consequences for the show being proposed. 
I recall David Elliott, to his eternal credit, acknowl

edging the need for Art from South Africa (1990) 
being shown here. The show provoked m u c h dis
cussion, negative and positive, but ultimately it 
generated energy for practice and discourse to 
move. Of course we are no t dependent on these 
initiatives, and there is a great deal of conflictual 
energy in the count ry to move things forever. But 
in this case more is always better. And material 
from abroad seems ex t ra -con ten t ious and 
provocative, which is not to be underest imated, as 
it ruffles feathers often in quite a un ique way. 

Finally, it strikes m e that there is an odd repli
cation or echo of some fundamental questions at 
the concrete, micro-level of actual ar tworks, the 
curated shows as experienced in space, the relation 
of a given show to o thers in the country, between 
inst i tut ions, the coun t ry and the cont inent , the 
cont inent to the rest. Wha t happens in situ, on the 
g round (to use a definitely overused me taphor ) , 
seems surprisingly accurately reflected th rough
out the system and its discourses, even at a high 
level of abstract ion. Just the fact that the West, and 
the Not-West , and their complex mergings and 
entanglements , is everyday reality here (conflicted 
to be sure) ensures that we grapple cont inuously 
wi th such quest ions at every level. 

I would like to make a po in t abou t audiences 
for con tempora ry African art exhibit ions. This is 
obvious bu t wor th keeping within ou r picture. As 
I indicated, Africa Remix (which as a show was a 
very mixed bag, as I said previously) at tracted a 
very large n u m b e r of people to the opening. 
C o n t e m p o r a r y Sou th Africa compr i ses South 
Africans (often the so-cal led cu l tura l intell i
gentsia) w h o went into exile. In some impor tan t 
ways their experience dovetails wi th par t of the 
experience of the African diaspora. This seems to 
be a largely un t apped convergence in the visual 
arts, and I wonde r if Africa Remix offered an occa
sion to play this convergence out . 

Secondly, there are m a n y non-Sou th African 
Africans living and working in Johannesburg. This 
is a "new" constituency, and again, I wonder how 
m u c h of this const i tuency was activated by the 
exhibition? H o w m a n y came? Even if not many, we 
should not underes t imate the power of this group 
within the context of the larger cont inent . 

Thirdly, the open ing u p of pos t -Apar theid 
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South Africa and the expansion of the middle 
classes (even though we can never underest imate 
the vast majority of the poor) has mean t m a n y 
more people have traveled ou t of the count ry into 
the cont inent and beyond. This, too, is a potential 
audience that may have been attracted to Africa 
Remix, or would potentially be. 

Finally, there are the so-called settler Africans, 
of which I am par t (part English, par t Afrikaans, 
from two generations on the English side to sever
al—or more—genera t ions on the Afrikaans). For 
some of my generation, a reflection on critical 
relations between "Africa" with the "West," and 
some musings that move generationally far back 
into a n ine teenth-century Europe about which we 
really know little about and probably care less. 
Europe is—for me at least—not a mythical h o m e 
land or point of origin. More likely it figures most 
ly as the now fortress-like source of ongoing post-
colonial insult and assertive (but ha rd to believe) 
self-anxiety? I don ' t know. The opening of the 
recent Picasso show here in Johannesburg indicat
ed just how arrogant those of lost empires can be. 
The upshot of this experience, for all its differ
ences (in power, etc.) is a sometimes-divided con
sciousness that may respond to similar senses of 
division in just about any part of the world, what 
ever their causes. 

Some or all of these were probably expressed in 
Africa Remix in a very rough bu t still accessible 
way, and this too may have been par t of the at t rac
t ion/repulsion of the show, and future shows like 
it. Whatever the response, these potential audi
ences and the history of our present speak to the 
impor tance of such exhibitions for this par t of the 
world. And I don ' t necessarily mean mega-exhibi
t ions. The idea of collaboration mooted by other 
contr ibutors is appealing here. If we could con
struct exhibitions that went up here and then trav
eled, this would be ideal. As yet collaborations 
have no t yet yielded m u c h of a showing here, and 
we are compelled to the media t ion of catalogs for 
experience, a poor compensat ion. 

It would require research to find out exactly 
who at tended the opening of Africa Remix, and 
what por t ion of that extraordinary crowd were 
non-ar t bu t interested people from in and a round 
Johannesburg. As I indicated in my last response, I 

do not th ink this is about popular culture and a 
mass audience, be it black or white. But in terms of 
normal iza t ion I would expect the demographics 
of such events to m a p roughly on to the d e m o 
graphics of the count ry at large. I think this hap
pened more at the opening of this show than any 
other event I have a t tended in Johannesburg 
(Perhaps the Dumi le show comes close). But I may 
be wrong. Clive Kellner is o n this roundtable , so 
perhaps he can enlighten us as director of the 
gallery. 

Clive Ke l lner : The main impetus for br ing Africa 
Remix to Johannesburg was the fact that to date, 
none of the major exhibitions, or lesser for that 
matter, o n African art ever traveled to the African 
con t inen t—here I a m thinking of Africa Explores, 
Africa 95, The Short Century, Snap Judgments, et al. 
While I recognize the value and significance of 
present ing monograph ic exhibit ions—we are cur
rently exhibit ing a solo show of Meshac Gaba and 
in the past three years presented retrospectives of 
William Kentridge, David Goldblatt , and Dumile 
Feni and are now working on a T h a m i Mnyele and 
Medu Art Ensemble retrospective for the end of 
2008—Africa Remix was an unprecedented suc
cess with the highest opening figures in the histo
ry of the Johannesburg Art Gallery—since 1915. 
Remix received 28,000 visitors over the three-
m o n t h dura t ion of the exhibition, compared with 
24,000 for the Kentridge retrospective in 2005. It's 
no t that Africa Remix is a seamless exhibition; 
rather, the oppor tun i ty to experience the work of 
eighty-five artists from the cont inent and diaspo
ra representing twenty-five countr ies was fairly 
symbolic. The validity of present ing megashows is 
really abou t the kind of gravitas the exhibition 
genera tes—in te rms of the audience and the 
media , bu t also for the sponsors . Wha t Remix and 
all of the previously ment ioned exhibitions does 
foreground in te rms of curating, is that these exhi
bi t ions are always curated by European/American 
curators or curators from the diaspora, which in 
itself is problemat ic in that it furthers the not ion 
of the West as the site in which the framing of con
t empora ry African art cont inues to take place. Is 
the diaspora the new West? Of all the people par 
ticipating in this e-mail roundtable , only two 
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reside in the cont inent and both are male, white, 
and from South Africa. The challenge then is for 
curators to be active from and on the cont inent , 
for exhibitions to be curated on and from the con
tinent, and for catalogs, journals , and the dis
courses to be developed from the cont inent . This 
would also apply to the creation of new m u s e u m s 
and insti tutions, galleries, art magazines, and col
lectors on the cont inent . Until this is addressed, 
the sporadic dipping in and out of Africa will con
t inue not only by Western curators bu t now ever-
increasingly by curators of the diaspora as they tap 
into Western resources and funding and develop 
networks in the West, namely inst i tut ions and 
museums that can host shows. The flip side is that 
with exhibitions such as Africa Remix and Snap 
Judgments , Africa is looking sexy again and as 
problematic as this is in te rms of the gaze, does at 
least offer a window for con tempora ry African art. 
The problem is Africa is too diverse, t oo complex, 
and does no t exist ou t of one no t ion of historical 
development, bu t is cont inuously represented as 
such by cultural arbitrators t rading with this "idea 
of Africa." Rather, what is needed is some serious 
scholarly work a round modern i ty in specific con
texts, epochs, movements , etc. from and a round 
which the posi t ioning of con tempora ry practice 
can be located. 

Another m o m e n t for defining the practice of 
the continent 's artists needs to be realized, one no t 
predicated on the idea of geography or language— 
francophone, Nor th , East Africa, etc. These are 
overthrows from colonialism, there is sense that 
another generation is rising while older, m o r e 
established artists are beginning to have some 
international success, the real challenge is for these 
artists to be recognized in their own countr ies . 
Artists like Amal Kenawy in Cairo, Goddy Leye in 
Cameroon , J immy Ongongo in Nairobi are symp
tomatic of a new generat ion working from the 
continent , producing cutt ing-edge work while try
ing to realize and effect some sort of change in 
their own locations, impact ing local audiences. I 
was in Bamako for the pho to Biennale last week 
and had a sense of m o r e networking and t rading 
going on a m o n g artists, curators , and intellectuals 
on the continent . There was still the usual interna
tional crowd flown in for the week and little 

impact on the local communi ty , bu t some new ini
tiatives are taking place: Bisi Silva from Lagos is 
open ing a small con tempora ry center in Lagos in 
December while a new art center has opened in 
Benin, where a Jean-Michel Basquiat exhibition 
took place a few m o n t h s ago; they have shown 
Romuald H a z o u m e and the next project is an out 
d o o r exhibit ion of Malick Sidibe. 

Chika: Clive's response brings up a crucial ques
t ion of place and geography in the discourse of 
con tempora ry African art. He speaks of the cur
rent s i tuat ion in which Africans residing outside 
the cont inent domina te the field, especially when 
con t empora ry African art is projected on the 
internat ional scene. In one of my blog entries last 
m o n t h at chikaokeke-agulu.blogspot .com, I had 
expressed my appreciat ion for the fact that Africa 
Remix, because it traveled to an African location, 
achieved someth ing n o o ther major internat ional 
exhibit ion of con tempora ry African art had been 
able to do. But that in itself points to the lack of 
insti tutional and financial resources to take on 
such big shows (except for some inst i tut ions like 
JAG, in Johannesburg or SANG, Cape Town, and 
possibly a few locations in Cairo) . Qui te clearly, 
the overwhelming presence of Africans located 
outs ide the cont inent is in itself a result of the con
tinent 's fraught socioeconomic and political reali
ties. The significance of work by Africans residing 
outside the cont inent in sustaining the practice 
and discourse of African art can hardly be doub t 
ed, yet the inability of nat ional governments to 
create an enabling env i ronment where inst i tut ions 
of art can grow, where platforms for public debate 
are encouraged, bu t m o r e impor tan t ly where eco
n o m i c viability of citizens and state can allow for 
the kind of socialeconomic stability that in tu rn 
sustains ambi t ious art practices, inst i tut ions, and 
infrastructures, remains a gnawing reality. For this 
reason, few well-established artists, such as El 
Anatsui in Nigeria, and several from the younger 
generat ion including those Clive ment ioned , w h o 
reside in the cont inent , have for the mos t par t fig
ured ou t ways of being par t of the internat ional 
art world-—with viable gallery representat ion in 
Europe and the Uni ted States—so they don ' t have 
to really depend on local suppor t for their work. 
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Afrika Remix, exhibition catalogue. 
(Dusseldorf: Museum Kunst Palast, 2004). 
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On the other hand, there are un ique local, self-sus
taining art ecologies across the cont inent that are 
equally impor tan t in the sense that they represent 
other aspects of the artistic practices, intellectual 
economies, and visual cultures of these places. As 
it is, in full awareness of the ineluctable reality of 
globalization, in its ugliness and beauty, the new 
privately run initiatives in Benin, Cairo, Morocco, 
Nairobi, Lagos, and elsewhere will be impor t an t in 
bridging local and internat ional discursive sites. 
Such private con tempora ry art centers, if r un by 
people who are willing and able to part icipate in 
the discourse of con tempora ry art in a n o n -
parochial way, will quite likely increase in t rana
t ional and in t e rcon t inen ta l discursive traffic 
through real and virtual exhibitions, workshops , 
and debates. Abdellah Karoum's L 'Appartement 
22 in Rabat has shown, with its impressive pro
grams, the possibilities of such projects part icular
ly in tapping the intellectual resources of Africans 
residing outside the cont inent in fostering more 
lively local practices and debates. Given the diffi
cult realities of Africa's art worlds therefore, it 
might be more rewarding to embark on significant 
projects that are not necessarily the huge, big-
bucks shows like Africa Remix. But the readiness of 
local private and public inst i tut ions to engage and 
collaborate with artists, critics, and curators resi
dent within and wi thout the cont inent in mean 
ingful, creative, and productive ways, will, I sup
pose, obviate Clive's charged rhetorical quest ion: 
"Is the diaspora the new West?" 

Colin: I take all Clive's points about Africa Remix, 
al though I th ink he overplays and simplifies the 
question of European/American curators or cura
tors from the diaspora as furthering the not ion of 
the West as the site in which the framing of con
temporary African art takes place. There is a t ru th 
in this for me, bu t it tends to see some quite fun
damental issues of criticality and creativity in an 
overinstrumental way. Perhaps I indulge in this 
idealism because I work in a universi ty. . . bu t I 'm 
not sure. Too solid a not ion of emplacement—a 
kind of rigidity in linking place and space—can be 
counterproductive critically and creatively, and I 
would not be inclined to overemphasize the k ind 
of oppositionality that leads to the idea that the 

diaspora is the new West. I know the a rguments 
about parachute curat ing, bu t a m beginning to 
wonder if this can be a product ive idea if handled 
with intellectual rigor and care. 

These are all quite nuanced a rguments about 
quite fundamenta l things in the end, bu t my sense 
is that if one takes engagement , relation, willful 
openness , worldliness, and strangeness seriously 
as key experiences in con tempora ry art, we begin 
to th ink of what we do slightly differently... a dif
ferent cultural politics becomes possible. All this 
seems to me to be more about degree, actual prac
tice, r a the r t h a n s o m e essential p r inc ip les . 
Otherwise this debate begins to feel paralyzed. 
None of this suggests that we should endorse the 
material critical developments he speaks of in the 
later par t of his cont r ibut ion . The quest ion of gen
erational change and networking is vital, and a 
p rofound lived experience for me. Exposure— 
long or sho r t—to each other wi thin and beyond 
the cont inent seems to m e crucial in a way little 
else seems to promise . The forms this can take are 
varied, and I th ink Clive is speaking about a very 
impor t an t set of issues here. My sense is that there 
are (yes) European and recently Asian insti tut ions 
that for whatever reason are located th roughou t 
the con t inen t or at least sub-Saharan Africa. 
Setting aside the politics of these inst i tut ions (can 
we?) they can offer means and mechanisms to 
facilitate interaction, exchange, local suppor t , and 
so on . The political deficits would in my view be a 
risk wor th taking to achieve greater in t imacy 
across the cont inent , and beyond. O n e can be cyn
ical about such things, bu t I have had some of my 
mos t exciting and product ive interactions in this 
way, somet imes in spite of nat ional indifference, 
priorit ies of a different kind, and the mandates of 
these inst i tut ions. Also, as I read it, some of the 
initiatives noted by Chika indicate ways of work
ing even outside infrastructural securities we seem 
to th ink we need to carry on our business. 

A final point : Wha t seems to work is individ
ual , pe r sona l con tac t . People drive projects . 
Inst i tut ions d rown themselves in red tape, bu t we 
find individuals wi thin t hem who are open to 
m u c h m o r e and canny about getting resources for 
some very u n o r t h o d o x work. Of course there are 
exclusions and part isanship, which may distort 
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what happens because of personal relationships 
(we all know of some, and are par t of some) , bu t 
if there is enough happening the effects of any dis
tor t ions lessen. 

Chika: Already there are so m a n y quest ions raised 
by Okwui , Colin, and Clive and I hope that we will 
ponder them a bit. But I want to ask us to consid
er one more issue: the challenge of Africa-based 
biennials. To begin with, the role internat ional 
biennials have played in shifting the center-
pe r iphe ry a r g u m e n t , par t icular ly in t e rms of 
where one could encounter some of the most 
ambi t ious con tempora ry work, is all too obvious. 
Biennials a lso—and this is m u c h m o r e quest ion
able, as Ulf Wuggenig recently argued—have con
tr ibuted to the decentralization of con tempora ry 
art practices, their insti tutional networks, and 
major players. In this regard, the Dakar biennial , 
especially in the last few edit ions, has been very 
impor tan t in providing not only a significant 
oppor tun i ty for African artists to be seen by the 
tribe of curators, collectors, critics, and scholars 
who frequent the biennial circuits bu t also in 
b r ing ing in t e rna t iona l art is ts w h o o therwise 
would never be seen inside the cont inent to Dakar. 
The hosting of internat ional biennials begins, I 
think, with the wish on the par t of the organizers 
to become impor tan t players in the vastly global
ized con temporary art scene and the success of the 
shows depend no t only o n the extent of local sup
por t bu t also on the scope and quality of in terna
tional visitors as well as the response to the exhibi
t ions by the art critical media. In this regard, the 
Johannesburg Biennale seemed poised to become 
a major player with its two biennials. (The Cairo 
and Alexandria biennials, on the other hand, have 
arguably not been as impor tan t ) However, one of 
the issues that came to light dur ing the controver
sy a round this year's 52nd Venice Biennale was the 
paucity of internat ional platforms, no t just bien
nials, for African artists, which puts so m u c h pres
sure on curators to represent, to go for number , 
which can get quite messy curatorially. So, is it in 
the interest of con t empora ry African ar t and 
artists to have more serious biennials within the 
cont inen t , o r shou ld—as the debates a r o u n d 
Johannesbu rg i n d i c a t e d — t h e a l ready meager 

financial resources be channeled into bui lding 
more , and suppor t ing or improving existing, per
m a n e n t insti tutional infrastructure? 

El izabeth: This quest ion of the central role of the 
cu ra to r in m a k i n g ar t -h is tor ica l scholarsh ip 
brings u p the fissures and tensions that many of us 
feel working between the demands of academia 
and the terrain of curat ing. As we all know, these 
"domains" of intellectual work are not separate 
b u t r a the r dialogical in n a t u r e and yet one 
can argue that there are tools that are more suited 
to one than the o ther as differing audiences and 
professional d e m a n d s are addressed. 

I would like to contextualize some of my earli
er responses, taking Okwui 's lead o n relating ou r 
though t s to specific experiences. My commen t s 
below stem no t simply from an academic perspec
tive bu t directly from my experiences as first cura
tor of con tempora ry arts at the National Museum 
of African Art at the Smithsonian; a post that 
has been left unfilled since my depar ture five years 
ago due not only to dire fiscal issues affecting all of 
the Smithsonian (with an operat ing budget swal
lowed up by the war in Iraq) bu t perhaps more 
profoundly to what I see as a lack of clarity about 
its broader manda te as an inst i tut ion that strug
gles to define its relevance in a globalizing art 
world. 

We have discussed issues of representivity; how 
does curatorial work avoid the expectations by 
n u m e r o u s publ ics to present an essentialized 
Africa? How does one invoke the complicated 
landscape of local/global exchanges within an 
exhibit ion project? What does the public expect 
from bo th mega-exhibi t ions and m o r e focused 
efforts? And which public are we talking about? 
The quest ions su r rounding representivity extend 
also to the figure of the curator: is she/he a repre
sentative somehow of the stories she/he chooses to 
tell and do insti tut ions seek such interlocutors and 
in the process "essentialize" their otherwise subtle, 
hybridized stances? 

This role of intellectual/curator as interlocutor 
or bricoleur in shaping the discourse sur rounding 
con tempora ry African arts (and by extension the 
processes of canonizat ion) seems of central con
cern to all of us. As shaper of a canon, a cura-
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Ethiopian Passages: Dialogues in the Diaspora. May 2-December 7, 2003. Photo: Franko Khoury, National Museum of African Art. 
Smithsonian Institution. Installation image. 
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tor/ intel lectual engages wi th the longs tanding 
ar t -h is tor ica l concerns a b o u t art is t ic in ten
tion, tackles the thorny and often evasive process
es of assigning value (cultural, aesthetic, m o n e 
tary, political, spiri tual); and advances diverse 
methodologies from w o r n - o u t anthropological 
approaches to more sophisticated readings of local 
art histories and the texture of individual oeuvres 
der ived from Foucau ld ian and Der r id i an 
approaches to archaeological and archival work. 
These approaches produce texts, in the broadest 
sense. They are au thored by the curators and 
"read" by multiple and varying audiences, bo th as 
events or as spectacles and as archaeological 
records in their own right, in various forms of 
post- or extra-exhibit ion art writ ing. 

My previous comment s about representivity 
s temmed from the frustrations that arose as I tried 
to advance exhibition projects based on the works 
of art ists whose oeuvres r ema ined relatively 
"unknown" in Western inst i tut ions. These institu
t ions are often look ing for a quick fix of 
"Otherness" that will still resonate with the con
tempora ry tastes of the art world in te rms of cho
sen media, artistic approach, or visual vocabulary. 
The players within t hem might be eager to pursue 
"globalizing" projects, bu t this desire is often pred
icated on extremely unnuanced unders tandings of 
Africa and its diaspora. There is little desire or 
indeed awareness that the artistic careers of the 
individuals involved are in formed by layered 
unders tandings of artistry, identity, and histories 
that are themselves bo rn at the interstitialities of 
the local and the global. This ignorance on the 
part of powerful ar t -world actors and insti tut ions 
is all the more exacerbated when the projects 
emanate from a culturally and geographically 
defined insti tution such as the National Museum 
of African Art. 

Issues of representivity and exhibiting also 
should be pu t into the context of collecting. This 
discourse a round the con tempora ry is not just 
about i t inerant shows. Collecting for large institu
tions or private individuals shifts the more t radi
tional discourses su r round ing African material 
cul tures , which for the m o s t pa r t r ema in 
ensconced in earlier e thnographic models within 
encyclopedic insti tutions, and it also challenges 

the universalist stances of m o d e r n and con tempo
rary museums . Surely our work as curators also 
needs to consider the shifts taking place in the tra
dit ional m u s e u m world as inst i tut ions seek to 
"upda te" or contemporize their visions of a conti
nent 's history. They are seeking in some senses to 
cont inue a "totalizing pic ture" of the cont inent 
not simply by the exhibition bu t th rough acquisi
t ion of con tempora ry works. 

My previous comments about the need for 
transparency and collaboration in curatorial work 
were not made without an understanding of the 
problems of fetishization that come with singling 
out the artist's intention or that seize upon collabo
rative work as a panacea for a more profound and 
insidious politics of power. Nor should they be read 
as an abdication of the responsibility or "author
ship" that comes with curating or a lack of critical 
nerve. I agree with Chika that curatorial work need 
not engage in an "anthropological enterprise meant 
to show the way things generally are." 

Rather, these comment s should be read against 
the backdrop of the compromised , anachronistic 
mission of the conservative insti tution in which I 
found myself curat ing. Charged with collecting 
con tempora ry materials of an entire cont inent in 
a geographically specific inst i tution with roots in 
the mult icul tural wars of 1980s America, I did 
have to address sensitively my place within this 
charged, politicized narrative. Identity did matter; 
as m u c h as I would suppor t the not ion of a 
hybridized, fluctuating, and performative nature 
of identity, its essentializing framework oversaw 
every decision within the insti tution. 

I realize that all m u s e u m curators face chal
lenges in dealing with boards and compet i t ion for 
fund ing from b o t h inside and ou ts ide 
the inst i tut ion. However, in the National Museum 
it was accentuated by an insti tutional unwilling
ness or inability at some level to acknowledge a 
textured, capacious vision of Africa (beyond geog
raphy) or to embrace the con temporary practices 
it claimed to suppor t (in an organized way m u c h 
earlier than other museums) bu t had little trust in 
its ability to evaluate. (I mus t emphasize that there 
were individuals working within the insti tution 
with clear and sophisticated approaches to Africa 
and the quest ion of the contemporary, bu t they 
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were given little power) . Moreover, within the 
broader division of Smithsonian art museums , the 
realm of the con temporary was seen to be the con
cern and manda te of the Hi r shhorn Museum. 
Artists whose works were shown wi th in the 
National Museum of African Art often felt "ghet-
toized" within its walls and quest ioned why the 
Hirshhorn 's collecting and exhibitory practices 
rarely included works m a d e by artists with con
nections to Africa. 

As both Chika and Okwui have eloquently 
argued, it is possible, even desirable, to engage in 
an archaeological or archival exercise w h e n 
researching for a specific project that might avoid 
the kind of sporadic "dipping into the cont inent" 
to which Clive Kellner alerts us . This commi t t ed 
work can produce focused "texts" in the form of 
exhibitions that need no t uncritically represent an 
entire scene bu t ra ther represent a specific intel
lectual a r g u m e n t . However , the re r ema ins , I 
believe, an unspoken agreement about what con
stitutes "aesthetic quality" in the creation of these 
exhibitions. Given the history within the art world 
in which quality, aesthetic value/ judgment have 
for so long been seated wi th in the realm of univer-
salism defined by Europe and America, h o w have 
these measures shifted (is this a result of the cul
ture wars of the 1980s, the subaltern and postcolo
nial efforts of the 1990s)? I would like to consider 
how curators of con temporary African arts , o r 
indeed those that are concerned with effects of the 
global wi thin their work, th ink abou t the pa rame
ters of value and taste. H o w are these measures 
connected to artistic media , to practices, to site 
specificity, tobiography or identity, to histories of 
modern i sm, to local assessments of wor th and col
lecting networks, to the mechanisms of art wri t 
ing, to the political engagements of the historic 
avant-garde or the newfound activism of m a n y 
con temporary practit ioners? 

Despite our best intent ions to the contrary, we 
would be fooling ourselves to th ink that ou r 
directed, discrete projects were not being read as 
representations or markers of a broader canon of 
con temporary African art. I agree that it is essen
tial to acknowledge the place of geography wi thin 
the developing discourses su r round ing c o n t e m p o 
rary arts of Africa. In my experiences, geographi

cal parameters were l imit ing but at t imes a useful 
f ramework for considering the local. Suggesting 
that the diaspora might be considered the new 
West, however, provides us with little way forward 
in d iscern ing the generous n a t u r e of artistic 
exchange and creativity or the epistemological 
challenges to wri t ing about aesthetics in a global
izing world. As we would all agree, these larger 
labels say lit t le a b o u t the way h u m a n s live 
and place themselves in mult iple terrains. They are 
a m o r p h o u s , easily manipula ted , expanded, col
lapsed, or dismissed. 

I have always liked Kobena Mercer's suggestion 
that we consider the "space of exhibit ion" as an 
i m p o r t a n t locus for cons t i t u t i ng no t s imply 
reflecting identities, aesthetic values, and intellec
tual work. I concur that the space of exhibition 
mus t be seen as so m u c h m o r e than a site of spec
tacle bu t a specific, well-crafted "text," au thored by 
an individual and open to mult iple readings. It is 
only at a site such as this that we can begin to hope 
to problematize the demand ing and enriching 
interfaces of the local and the global, of the 
archival and the contemporary . 

Gi lane : Okwui is right to draw our a t tent ion to 
how few mega African exhibit ions there have been 
in actuality and their impact (in contrast with 
their n u m b e r ) is impressive. Surely, we have only 
begun to dip our curatorial toes in the water and 
there remains such a great deal of work yet to be 
d o n e by individuals and inst i tut ions, by those 
based o n the African cont inent and outside it. 
There should be m o r e mega exhibitions, more 
g roup shows, more solo exhibit ions and retro
spectives, m o r e ar t is t -curated shows, more new 
wri t ing and scholarship, m o r e debates and discus
sions. The critical issue for m e is that we create 
platforms in different geographical locations for a 
plurali ty of different forms and scales of exhibi
t ions with a range of different perspectives, con
texts, and viewpoints . As Elizabeth says, we should 
not omi t the historical in favor of the con tempo
rary, the local in favor of the international , but 
ra ther should embrace the dialectical relationship 
between the past and present , the local and global. 
(Perhaps this is the way to have ou r cake and eat 
it?) Neither should we privilege one form of 
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Textures: Word and Symbol in Contemporary African Art February 11-September 4, 2005, Photo: Franko Khoury. 
National Museum of African Art. Smithsonian Institution. Installation image. 
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DJ Spooky, concert and film premier, New York, NY., 2006. 
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knowledge product ion over another. As Colin 
points ou t documenta t ion and the Internet play a 
vital role, as do talks, debates, magazines, and fora 
such as these. It is precisely th rough such a mul t i 
plicity of forms and contents that we shall come 
closer to achieving a richer, more nuanced, and 
complex articulation of African art with the space 
for challenges and contradict ions as well as oppor 
tunities for new art-historical narratives and m o d 
els of product ion . 

Wi thou t wishing to fetishize the artists ' in ten
tion or suggest that the curator is an objective 
mediator, I think it is impor t an t to clarify one or 
two points on the quest ion of subjectivity and 
agency. To be honest , I still find it difficult to 
describe myself as a curator. The te rm, in its cur
rent usage, is still a relatively new at t r ibut ion and 
one that has become too easily associated with the 
figure of the circus impresar io who convenes 
artists at his or her wh im and to the service of his 
or her thematic construct ion. Over the twelve or 
so years dur ing which I ran the London-based arts 
organization INIVA (Insti tute of Internat ional 
Visual Arts), and wrote articles, published books, 
organized exhibit ions, convened seminars and 
talks, and commiss ioned artworks, publications, 
and educational projects, I considered all of these 
activities as par t of a b roader and con t inuous 
political project, dedicated to creating spaces for 
articulating experiences, ideas, and ar tworks that 
were marg ina l ized from the m a i n s t r e a m ar t 
world. In this sense, the audience that I felt myself 
addressing primari ly was a Western audience since 
the pr imary objective was to diversify the ma in 
stream, to in t roduce ideas, perspectives, and histo
ries that did not register in hardly any way a 
decade and a half ago on the cultural landscape of 
the Western world. Wha t I had no t anticipated was 
that the project of INIVA would provoke an 
extraordinary virtual c o m m u n i t y of artists, cura
tors, and intellectuals from across the globe w h o 
felt excluded from the mains t ream discourses of 
the Western ar t world , five mil l ion of t h e m 
engaged remotely with INIVA across cyberspace 
every year. 

The desire and drive to be involved in such a 
project emerged from my own personal experi
ence and subjectivity. In this sense, my Egyptian-

ness, my status as a political exile from my h o m e 
coun t ry and migrant to Western Europe is less a 
fixed frame for seeing the world, bu t , as Edward 
Said once described it, like a set of bifocal specta
cles that forced m e to see the world from two per
spectives at one and the same t ime. This is the 
pr ism th rough which my intellectual and curator
ial work is necessarily refracted. Of course, it is 
personal and subjective, bu t like the work of any 
artist or wri ter who aspires to operate in the pub 
lic domain , this intellectual and curatorial work is 
of little public value unless it can communica te 
someth ing beyond its specific origin and context 
and resonate meaningfully with a wider audience 
and context. To re turn then to Ery's very impor
tant quest ion at the beginning of our discussion: 
Why and for w h o m are we making exhibitions and 
what k ind of use can be made of them? Let me 
answer wi th one specific example: Faultlines: Con
temporary African Art and Shifting Landscapes (at 
the 50th Venice Biennale) was an exhibition that 
a t tempted to tussle with the d i sappoin tment of 
postcolonial Utopias and the impact that this has 
had bo th in Africa and in the African diaspora 
from post-Nasser Egypt to the post-Civil Rights 
United States. It seemed to me that there were a 
n u m b e r of artists whose work was exploring this 
terrain and that wi thout unders tanding and con
fronting this question, it is hard for us to begin to 
cons t ruc t new visions for the future. In this 
instance, the exhibition was inevitably a imed at 
Western audiences, bu t the book, which we tried 
to dis tr ibute as widely as possible and that con
tained newly commiss ioned writings by writers 
from across the cont inent , was a imed at a m u c h 
wider audience. 

The quest ion of infrastructure and resources 
has con t inua l ly u n d e r p i n n e d o u r discuss ions 
mainly in t e rms of the lack of physical inst i tut ions 
(art schools, academies, galleries, and museums) 
and lack of access to resources (financial and 
logistical). Okwui makes an i m p o r t a n t po in t 
about the role of exhibitions and curatorial work 
in construct ing a field of s tudy or area of inquiry, 
and Elizabeth, Laurie, Okwui , and Colin all make 
reference to the impor tance of research and intel
lectuals' work as a critical part of the curatorial 
process. I would like to add something about the 
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impor tance of bui lding infrastructure in two par
allel zones simultaneously: First of all, I th ink it is 
vital that scholars, artists, curators , and critics in 
Africa and outside are bo th engaged in bui lding an 
intellectual infrastructure and resources in the 
form of publications, writers, teachers, academic 
debates and at the same t ime bui lding on , extend
ing, and expanding the physical infras t ructure— 
the "local, self-sustaining art ecologies across the 
cont inen t"—to which Chika crucially refers. My 
point is that the two are mutual ly dependen t and 
need to be constructed at one and the same t ime if 
a truly dynamic, critical, and sustainable art econ
omy is to flourish and prosper. It is here, perhaps , 
in the s imultaneous development of this dual 
infras t ructure , b o t h intel lectual a n d physical , 
where new models of collaboration and exchange 
can be developed between those of us based in 
Africa and outside Africa to create distinctive lines 
of intellectual and cultural enquiry and exchange 
that crisscross the cont inent and the globe, and 
maybe even t ransform it. 

Laurie: As I sit down to reflect o n the issues raised 
by the panel, I re turn from my office in Atlanta 
having just opened Yinka Shonibare, MBE's new 
solo exhibition Odile and Odette at the ACA 
Gallery of Savannah College of Art and Design. 
Having worked with Yinka previously in the 
group-exhibi t ion context of Looking Both Ways, it 
was refreshing to be able to present a m o r e 
focused presentat ion of his mul t imedia pract ice— 
particularly in the context of an art college. 

Looking Both Ways: Art of the Contemporary 
African Diaspora was the first major exhibit ion 
that I m o u n t e d at the Museum for African Art. In 
the process, I learned a great deal, made my fair 
share of mistakes (including an overpacked instal
lation in the Museum for African Art's former 
gallery in Long Island City) bu t these experiences 
and relationships have stood me in good stead. In 
the course of my eight years at the m u s e u m , I 
focused my efforts on establishing suppor t for 
m o d e r n and con tempora ry art, even though the 
emphasis at the m u s e u m was on the more t radi
tional and e thnographic aspects of African art. I 
was encouraged to see the Museum for African Art 
advertise and fill my post as cura tor of m o d e r n 

and con tempora ry art, as this posi t ion did not 
exist when I started at the m u s e u m in 1999.1 hope 
that the m u s e u m will cont inue to expand their 
exhibition p rog ram to include m o r e progressive 
engagements with con tempora ry art. The forth
coming Ibrah im El Salahi exhibit ion curated by 
Salah Hassan (which originated at INIVA under 
Gilane 's l eade r sh ip ) , to be m o u n t e d in the 
Museum's new bui lding on Fifth Avenue, is an 
event to look forward to. 

Since leaving the M u s e u m for African Art a 
year ago to work as the Executive Director of 
Exhibit ions at the SCAD, I've had the oppor tun i ty 
to collect work for SCAD and host solo exhibi
tions with a range of artists, including, Nicholas 
H l o b o , David Adjaye, Wangechi M u t u , Yinka 
Shonibare, MBE and have projects in develop
m e n t with Kader Attia, Kiluanji Kia Henda , and 
Deborah Poynton, to n a m e bu t a few. I've taken 
my passion for con tempora ry African art with me 
and have appreciated being able to work with 
these artists in my new context. I no longer feel the 
pressure of working within a geographic-driven 
inst i tut ion, bu t ra ther have more freedom to invite 
artists based solely on the mer i t of their work, 
interest in educat ion, or to cont inue suppor t ing 
the careers of artists with w h o m I have worked 
previously. 

T h r o u g h these solo shows and smaller projects 
(and similar focused projects at the Museum for 
African Art) , the work of the artists has been seen 
in a reflective and critical context that is no t pos
sible in the blur of the mega-exhibi t ion model . 
The ma in issue that I have wi th large-scale mega 
exhibit ions is tha t they seem to p r o m o t e the art-
fair p h e n o m e n o n of spott ing rather than looking. 
Fur thermore , with the invariable inclusion of too 
m a n y artists, the installation of work is often com
promised. A n d in the tour of the exhibition, often 
a n u m b e r of the artists get d ropped due to space 
l i m i t a t i o n s — w h i c h in t u r n c o m p r o m i s e s the 
integri ty of the exhibit ion. In smaller or m o r e 
focused exhibit ions, the inclusion of n u m e r o u s 
works by an artist provides a b road sample of 
work, obviating the tendency for generic or essen-
tialized readings. The framework of solo, or more 
focused, exhibit ions encourages us to look at the 
art and make a refreshing re turn to evaluations of 
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content, aesthetics, and produc t ion rather than 
the demographic of its maker. In the face of limit
ed resources and minimal suppor t from the South 
African Depar tmen t of Art and Culture, Clive 
Kellner should be lauded for m o u n t i n g an impres
sive series of solo shows at JAG featuring the work 
of William Kentridge, Berni Searle, Meschac Gaba, 
Johannes Phokela, and David Goldblatt , a m o n g 
others. 

A field in which I believe we can all advance the 
debate is t h rough exchanges with artists and 
museums in Africa. It might sound like an obvious 
statement, bu t there are surprisingly few such 
links to Africa in many of the inst i tut ions in the 
United States that focus on Africa. I believe it 
would also be productive for inst i tut ions such as 
the Fowler Museum, the Museum for African Art 
in New York, and the National Museum of African 
Art at the Smithsonian to suppor t more artist res
idencies and exhibition exchanges with venues in 
Africa. In my years at the M u s e u m for African Art, 
numerous insti tutions in Africa approached the 
m u s e u m about receiving traveling exhibit ions, 
and the issues with sending, or receiving these 
exhibitions, always fell apart due to a lack of fund
ing and resources. The relative absence of muse
ums and galleries in Africa of a s tandard to host 
traveling exhibitions (aside from South Africa) 
obviously also u n d e r m i n e d these efforts, and 
brings to m i n d Chika's questions about the need 
for more biennials versus the channel ing of limit
ed resources into building and improving institu
t ional infrastructure. I don ' t th ink these two 
opt ions need to be mutual ly exclusive. Take, for 
example, the work being done by Fernando Alvim 
with the Trienal de Luanda. The Inaugural Trienal 
was organized p r imar i ly for the peop le of 
Angola—part ly because it is difficult to get a visa 
to travel to Angola, bu t primari ly due to Alvim's 
interest in br inging art and culture back to the 
people in Luanda. Addit ionally, Alvim raised 
funds to preserve a b a n d o n e d bu i ld ings and 
m o u n t e d exhibitions across the city for three years 
leading up to the Trienal. Funds raised by the 
Trienal are slated to help fund the realization of a 
pe rmanen t m u s e u m and foundat ion for con tem
porary art in Luanda (scheduled to open in 2010). 
This new insti tution will house a major collection 

of con tempora ry African art, provide educat ion 
programs, and add a con tempora ry site to the 
already broad range of cultural inst i tut ions in 
Luanda. 

As a s tudent , I was inspired by the intellectual 
investigations of groundbreaking exhibitions such 
as ART/artifact (1988), Face of the Gods (1993) and 
Exhibition-ism: Museums and African Art (1994). 
The quest ions, concepts, and issues raised by these 
early projects fueled my interest in contr ibut ing 
new scholarship to the growing field of African 
art. While in graduate school, resources and mate
rials o n con tempora ry African ar t in U.S. institu
t ions of higher learning were incredibly limited. 
Journals such as Revue Noire, Nka, and onl ine 
sources such as ArtThrob helped fill the void. 
Whi le the n u m b e r of available resources has 
grown, there is still m u c h work that can be done to 
enhance engagements with con tempora ry African 
art, bo th in and ou t of Africa. John Picton once 
said to me "the messier and more complicated the 
story, the closer you probably are to the truth." 
Implementa t ion of n u m e r o u s exhibition models , 
research m e t h o d s , a n d e n h a n c e d reciprocal 
exchanges between inst i tut ions and artists will 
hopefully (as I've stated elsewhere) "mark a step 
toward a vision not of a d i cho tomous divide 
between Africa and the West bu t of entirely new 
cultural spaces of mult ipl ici ty—spaces already 
familiar to the creative practices of the artists." 

Chika: I wish we could go on with this immensely 
rich conversation, bu t we mus t adjourn for ano th
er day. Many issues remain, some raised here bu t 
not fully explored at this t ime, for which reason 
I most certainly will convene the roundtable again. 
Hopefully then , ou r absent colleagues, Andre 
Magnin and Jean-Huber t Mar t in will be able 
join us! 
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Biographies of Roundtable Participants: 

Chika Okeke-Agulu is Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Art & Archaeology, and Center for 
African American Studies, Princeton University, and 
editor of Nka. He co-organized several exhibitions, 
including the Nigerian Pavilion at the First 
Johannesburg Biennale, 1995; Seven Stories About 
Modern Art in Africa (1995), The Short Century: 
Independence and Liberation Movements in Africa, 
1945-1994 (2001), and co-curated and wrote cata
logue essays for the Fifth Gwangju Biennale. 

Ery Camara is a museologist and curator at the 
Antiguo Colegio de San Ildefonso, Mexico City. 
He is also an artist. He was in the selection commit
tee of the Dak'Art (2002) and served as President of 
the International Jury of the 49th Venice Biennale 
(2001). 

Okwui Enwezor is Dean of Academic Affairs and 
Senior Vice President at San Francisco Art Institute. 
Enwezor was Artistic Director of Documenta 11, and 
the 2nd Johannesburg Biennale. He curated numer
ous exhibitions including The Short Century; Centu
ry City; Mirror's Edge; In/Sight: African Photogra
phers, 1940-Present; and Global Conceptualism. 
Enwezor contributed to numerous exhibition cata
logues, anthologies, and journals. He is founder and 
editor of Nka: Journal of Contemporary African Art. 

Laurie Ann Farrel l is Executive Director of 
Exhibitions, Savannah College of Art and Design. 
She served as a curator at the Museum for African 
Art, New York, where she organized Personal Affects: 
Power and Poetics in Contemporary South African Art 
(2004) and Looking Both Ways: Art of the 
Contemporary African Diaspora (2003). 

Elizabeth Harney is Associate Professor of contem
porary African art at the University of Toronto. She 
was formerly the curator of contemporary African 
art at the National Museum of African Art, 
Washington DC, where she organized Ethiopian 
Passages: Contemporary Art from the Diaspora (2003) 
and co-organized Inscribing Meaning: Writing and 
Graphic Systems in African Art in collaboration with 
the Fowler Museum, UCLA (2007). 

Clive Kel lner is Director of the Johannesburg Art 
Gallery, and formerly the Director of the 
Johannesburg Art Museum. He curated Emotional 
Geographies: Re-imagining the Past in Post-Apartheid 
Narrative at the Foto Biennale Rotterdam (2000). 

Colin Richards is Professor of art theory and studio 
practice at the Wits School of Arts, University of 
Witwatersrand. He is also an artist. He organized 
Taking Liberties: The Body Politic at the Africus 
Johannesburg Biennale (1995) and Graft at the 2nd 
Johannesburg Biennale (1997). 

Gilane Tawadros is a writer and curator. She was the 
founding director of Institute for International 
Visual Arts (InlVA), London. She organized several 
international exhibitions including Veil: Veiling, 
Representation and Contemporary Art at the New Art 
Gallery, Walsall (2004), and Fault Lines: 
Contemporary African Art and Shifting Landscapes, 
the African Pavilion at the 50th Venice Biennale 
(2003). 
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Un film de / a film by
Manthia Diawara

La Premiere Africaine de Maison Tropicale (2008) aura lieu a la Biennale des Arts
de Dakar, au Musee Theodore Monod d'Art Africain (IFAN), du 9 Mai - 9 Juin2008,
avec des presentations journalieres.

The African Premiere of Maison Tropicale (2008) takes place with daily screenings
at the Biennale des Arts de Dakar in the Theodore Monod African Art Museum
(IFAN), between 9th of May and 9th of June 2008.

MAUMAUS
Escola de Artes Visuais


