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From: Spaces of Culture: City, Nation, World, ed. by Mike Featherstone and Scott Lash, London: Sage 1999, 
194-213. 
 

Wolfgang Welsch 

Transculturality - the Puzzling Form of Cultures Today 
 

 

"When we think of the world's 
future, we always mean the 
destination it will reach if it 
keeps going in the direction we 
can see it going in now; it does 
not occur to us that its path is 
not a straight line but a curve, 
constantly changing direction"  

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture 
and Value, 1929  

 

  

In the following I want to present a concept of culture which, I think, is appropriate to most cultures today: the 
concept of transculturality. I will contrast it with three other concepts: first with the classical concept of single 
cultures and then with the more recent concepts of interculturality and multiculturality. I believe the concept of 
transculturality to be the most adequate concept of culture today - for both descriptive and normative reasons. 

  

I. The traditional concept of single cultures 

As is well known, the traditional concept of single cultures was paradigmatically and most influentially 
developed in the late 18th century by Johann Gottfried Herder, especially in his Ideas on the Philosophy of the 
History of Mankind., Many among us still believe this concept to be valid. 

The concept is characterized by three elements: by social homogenization, ethnic consolidation and intercultural 
delimitation. Firstly, every culture is supposed to mould the whole life of the people concerned and of its 
individuals, making every act and every object an unmistakable instance of precisely this culture. The concept is 
unificatory. Secondly, culture is always to be the "culture of a folk", representing, as Herder said, "the flower" of 
a folk's existence (Herder, 1966: 394 [13, VII]). The concept is folk-bound. Thirdly, a decided delimitation 
towards the outside ensues: Every culture is, as the culture of one folk, to be distinguished and to remain 
separated from other folks' cultures. The concept is separatory. 

All three elements of this traditional concept have become untenable today. First: Modern societies are 
differentiated within themselves to such a high degree that uniformity is no longer constitutive to, or achievable 
for them (and there are reasonable doubts as to whether it ever has been historically). T.S. Eliot's Neo-Herderian 
statement from 1948, that culture is "the whole way of life of a people, from birth to the grave, from morning to 
night and even in sleep" (Eliot, 1948: 31), has today become an obviously ideological decree. Modern societies 
are multicultural in themselves, encompassing a multitude of varying ways of life and lifestyles. There are 
vertical differences in society: the culture of a working-quarter, a well-to-do residential district, and that of the 
alternative scene, for example, hardly exhibit any common denominator. And there are horizontal divisions: 
gender divisions, differences between male and female, or between straight and lesbian and gay can constitute 
quite different cultural patterns and life forms. - So already with respect to this first point, the traditional concept 
of culture proves to be factually inadequate: it cannot cope with the inner complexity of modern cultures. 
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Secondly, the ethnic consolidation is dubious: Herder sought to envisage cultures as closed spheres or 
autonomous islands, each corresponding to a folk's territorial area and linguistic extent. Cultures were to reside 
strictly within themselves and be closed to their environment. But as we know, such folk-bound definitions are 
highly imaginary and fictional; they must laboriously be brought to prevail against historical evidence of 
intermingling; and they are, moreover, politically dangerous, as we are today experiencing almost worldwide. 

Finally, the concept demands outer delimitation. Herder says: "Everything which is still the same as my nature, 
which can be assimilated therein, I envy, strive towards, make my own; beyond this, kind nature has armed me 
with insensibility, coldness and blindness; it can even become contempt and disgust." (Herder, 1967a: 45) - So 
Herder defends the double of emphasis on the own and exclusion of the foreign. The traditional concept of 
culture is a concept of inner homogenization and outer separation at the same time. Put harshly: It tends - as a 
consequence of its very conception - to a sort of cultural racism. The sphere premiss and the purity precept not 
only render impossible a mutual understanding between cultures, but the appeal to cultural identity of this kind 
finally also threatens to produce separatism and to pave the way for political conflicts and wars. 

To sum this up: The classical model of culture is not only descriptively unserviceable, but also normatively 
dangerous and untenable. What is called for today is a departure from this concept and to think of cultures 
beyond the contraposition of ownness and foreignness - "beyond both the heterogeneous and the own", as 
Adorno once put it (Adorno, 1984: 192). 

  

II. Interculturality and Multiculturality 

Are then, perhaps, the concepts of interculturality and multiculturality more able to provide an appropriate 
concept of today's cultures? They apparently try to overcome some flaws of the traditional concept by 
advocating a mutual understanding of different cultures. Yet they are, as I will argue, almost as inappropriate as 
the traditional concept itself, because they still conceptually presuppose it. 

1. Interculturality 

The concept of interculturality reacts to the fact that a conception of cultures as spheres necessarily leads to 
intercultural conflicts. Cultures constituted as spheres or islands can, according with the logic of this conception, 
do nothing other than collide with one another. Their "circles of happiness" must, as Herder said, "clash" 
(Herder, 1967a: 46); cultures of this kind must ignore, defame or combat one another. 

The conception of interculturality seeks ways in which such cultures could nevertheless get on with, understand 
and recognize one another. But the deficiency in this conception originates in that it drags along with it 
unchanged the premiss of the traditional conception of culture. It still proceeds from a conception of cultures as 
islands or spheres. For just this reason, it is unable to arrive at any solution, since the intercultural problems stem 
from the island-premiss. The classical conception of culture creates by its primary trait - the separatist character 
of cultures - the secondary problem of a structural inability to communicate between theses cultures. Therefore 
this problem can, of course, not be solved on the basis of this very conception. The recommendations of 
interculturality, albeit well-meant, are fruitless. The concept does not get to the root of the problem. It remains 
cosmetic. 

2. Multiculturality 

The concept of multiculturality is surprisingly similar to the concept of interculturality. It takes up the problems 
which different cultures have living together within one society. But therewith the concept basically remains in 
the duct of the traditional understanding of culture; it proceeds from the existence of clearly distinguished, in 
themselves homogenous cultures - the only difference now being that these differences exist within one and the 
same state community. 

The concept seeks opportunities for tolerance and understanding, and for avoidance or handling of conflict. This 
is just as laudable as endeavours towards interculturality - but equally inefficient, too, since from the basis of the 
traditional comprehension of cultures a mutual understanding or a transgression of separating barriers cannot be 
achieved. As daily experience shows, the concept of multiculturality accepts and even furthers such barriers. 
Compared to traditional calls for cultural homogeneity the concept is progressive, but its all too traditional 

4



understanding of cultures threatens to engender regressive tendencies which by appealing to a particularistic 
cultural identity lead to ghettoization or cultural fundamentalism. 

I cannot further expand on this point here. This would for example require distinguishing between the US-
American and the European comprehension of multiculturalism and discussing their different histories, contexts, 
and related problems. The basic point, however, is in each case, that the concept implies and affirms the 
traditional conception of cultures as autonomous spheres, and that it's exactly this which emerges in present-day 
phenomena of separation and ghettoization. It comes to light here just how fatal the outcome of recourses to the 
old concept of culture can be. The old cultural notion of inner homogeneity and outer delimitation engenders 
chauvinism and cultural fundamentalism. 

* 

Criticism of the traditional conception of single cultures, as well as of the more recent concepts of 
interculturality and multiculturality can be summarized as follows: If cultures were in fact still - as these 
concepts suggest - constituted in the form of islands or spheres, then one could neither rid oneself of, nor solve 
the problem of their coexistence and cooperation. However, the description of today's cultures as islands or 
spheres is factually incorrect and normatively deceptive. Cultures de facto no longer have the insinuated form of 
homogeneity and separateness. They have instead assumed a new form, which is to be called transcultural 
insofar that it passes through classical cultural boundaries. Cultural conditions today are largely characterized by 
mixes and permeations. The concept of transculturality - which I will now try to explain - seeks to articulate this 
altered cultural constitution., 

  

III. Transculturality 

1. Macro-level: the altered cut of today's cultures 

a. Transculturality is, in the first place, a consequence of the inner differentiation and complexity of modern 
cultures. These encompass - as I explained before - a number of ways of life and cultures, which also 
interpenetrate or emerge from one another. 

b.The old homogenizing and separatist idea of cultures has furthermore been surpassed through cultures' 
external networking. Cultures today are extremely interconnected and entangled with each other. Lifestyles no 
longer end at the borders of national cultures, but go beyond these, are found in the same way in other cultures. 
The way of life for an economist, an academic or a journalist is no longer German or French, but rather 
European or global in tone. The new forms of entanglement are a consequence of migratory processes, as well as 
of worldwide material and immaterial communications systems and economic interdependencies and 
dependencies. It is here, of course, that questions of power come in. 

Consequently, the same basic problems and states of consciousness today appear in cultures once considered to 
be fundamentally different - think, for example, of human rights debates, feminist movements or of ecological 
awareness which are powerful active factors across the board culturally. 

c. Cultures today are in general characterized by hybridization. For every culture, all other cultures have 
tendencially come to be inner-content or satellites. This applies on the levels of population, merchandise and 
information. Worldwide, in most countries, live members of all other countries of this planet; and more and 
more, the same articles - as exotic as they may once have been - are becoming available the world over; finally 
the global networking of communications technology makes all kinds of information identically available from 
every point in space. 

Henceforward there is no longer anything absolutely foreign. Everything is within reach. Accordingly, there is 
no longer anything exclusively `own' either. Authenticity has become folklore, it is ownness simulated for others 
- to whom the indigene himself belongs. To be sure, there is still a regional-culture rhetoric, but it is largely 
simulatory and aesthetic; in substance everything is transculturally determined. Today in a culture's internal 
relations - among its different ways of life - there exists as much foreignness as in its external relations with 
other cultures. 
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2. Micro-level: transcultural formation of individuals 

Transculturality is gaining ground moreover not only on the macrocultural level, but also on the individual's 
micro-level. For most of us, multiple cultural connexions are decisive in terms of our cultural formation. We are 
cultural hybrids. Today's writers, for example, emphasize that they're shaped not by a single homeland, but by 
differing reference countries, by Russian, German, South and North American or Japanese literature. Their 
cultural formation is transcultural (think, for example, of Naipaul or Rushdie) - that of subsequent generations 
will be even more so. 

Sociologists have been telling us since the seventies that modern lives are to be understood "as a migration 
through different social worlds and as the successive realization of a number of possible identities" (Berger, 
Berger and Kellner, 1973: 77), and that we all possess "multiple attachments and identities" - "cross-cutting 
identities", as Bell put it (Bell, 1980: 243). What once may have applied only to outstanding persons like 
Montaigne, Novalis, Whitman, Rimbaud or Nietzsche, seems to be becoming the structure of almost everybody 
today. 

Of course, a cultural identity of this type is not to be equated with national identity. The distinction between 
cultural and national identity is of elementary importance. It belongs among the mustiest assumptions that an 
individual's cultural formation must be determined by his nationality or national status. The insinuation that 
someone who possesses an Indian or a German passport must also culturally unequivocally be an Indian or a 
German and that, if this isn't the case, he's some guy without a fatherland, or a traitor to his fatherland, is as 
foolish as it is dangerous. The detachment of civic from personal or cultural identity is to be insisted upon - all 
the more so in states, such as ours, in which freedom in cultural formation belongs among one's basic rights. 

Wherever an individual is cast by differing cultural interests, the linking of such transcultural components with 
one another becomes a specific task in identity-forming. Work on one's identity is becoming more and more 
work on the integration of components of differing cultural origin. And only the ability to transculturally cross 
over will guarantee us identity and competence in the long run (cf. Welsch, 1992c). 

* 

To sum this up: Cultural determinants today - from society's macro level through to individuals' micro level - 
have become transcultural. The old concept of culture misrepresents cultures' actual form, the type of their 
relations and even the structure of individuals' identities and lifestyles. Every concept of culture intended to 
pertain to today's reality must face up to the transcultural constitution., The gesture made by some cultural 
theorists, who prefer to cling to their customary concepts and, wherever reality doesn't yield to these, retreat to a 
"well so much the worse for reality", is ridiculous. 

  

IV. Supplements and outlooks 

Having so far developed the general features of transculturality, I would now like to append some supplemental 
viewpoints and prospects. 

1. Transculturality - already in history 

First: Transculturality is in no way completely new historically. It has, to be sure, been the case to a larger extent 
than the adherents of the traditional concept of culture want to admit. They blindly deny the factual historic 
transculturality of long periods in order to establish the nineteenth century's imaginary notion of homogeneous 
national cultures. Carl Zuckmayer once wonderfully described historical transculturality in The Devil's General: 
"[...] just imagine your line of ancestry, from the birth of Christ on. There was a Roman commander, a dark type, 
brown like a ripe olive, he had taught a blond girl Latin. And then a Jewish spice dealer came into the family, he 
was a serious person, who became a Christian before his marriage and founded the house's Catholic tradition. - 
And then came a Greek doctor, or a Celtic legionary, a Grisonian landsknecht, a Swedish horseman, a 
Napoleonic soldier, a deserted Cossack, a Black Forest miner, a wandering miller's boy from the Alsace, a fat 
mariner from Holland, a Magyar, a pandour, a Viennese officer, a French actor, a Bohemian musician - all lived 
on the Rhine, brawled, boozed, and sang and begot children there - and - Goethe, he was from the same pot, and 
Beethoven, and Gutenberg, and Mathias Grünewald, and - oh, whatever - just look in the encyclopaedia. They 
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were the best, my dear! The world's best! And why? Because that's where the peoples intermixed. Intermixed - 
like the waters from sources, streams and rivers, so, that they run together to a great, living torrent" (Zuckmayer, 
1963). - This is a realistic description of a `folk's' historical genesis and constitution. It breaks through the fiction 
of homogeneity and the separatist idea of culture as decreed by the traditional concept. 

For someone who knows their European history - and art history in particular - this historical transculturality is 
evident. Styles developed across the countries and nations, and many artists created their best works far from 
home. The cultural trends were largely European and shaped a network linking the states. 

2. Cultural conceptions as active factors in respect of their object 

Conceptions of culture are not just descriptive concepts, but operative concepts. Our understanding of culture is 
an active factor in our cultural life. 

If one tells us (as the old concept of culture did) that culture is to be a homogeneity event, then we practice the 
required coercions and exclusions. We seek to satisfy the task we are set - and will be successful in so doing. 
Whereas, if one tells us or subsequent generations that culture ought to incorporate the foreign and do justice to 
transcultural components, then we will set about this task, and then corresponding feats of integration will 
belong to the real structure of our culture. The `reality' of culture is, in this sense, always a consequence too of 
our conceptions of culture. 

One must therefore be aware of the responsibility which one takes on in propagandizing concepts of this type. 
We should be suggesting concepts which are descriptively adequate and normatively accountable, and which - 
above all - pragmatically lead further. Propagandizing the old concept of culture and its subsequent forms has 
today become irresponsible; better chances are found on the side of the concept of transculturality. 

3. Cultural annexability and transmutability 

The concept of transculturality aims for a multi-meshed and inclusive, not separatist and exclusive understanding 
of culture. It intends a culture and society whose pragmatic feats exist not in delimitation, but in the ability to 
link and undergo transition. In meeting with other lifeforms there are always not only divergences but 
opportunities to link up, and these can be developed and extended so that a common lifeform is fashioned which 
includes even reserves which hadn't earlier seemed capable of being linked in. Extensions of this type represent a 
pressing task today. 

It is a matter of readjusting our inner compass: away from the concentration on the polarity of the own and the 
foreign to an attentiveness for what might be common and connective wherever we encounter things foreign. 

Transculturality sometimes demands things that may seem unreasonable for our esteemed habits - as does 
today's reality everywhere. But transculturality also contains the potential to transcend our received and 
supposedly determining monocultural standpoints, and we should make increasing use of these potentials. I am 
confident that future generations will more and more develop transcultural forms of communication and 
comprehension. Diane Ravitch reports an interesting example: In an interview a black runner said "that her 
model is Mikhail Baryshnikov. She admires him because he is a magnificent athlete." Diane Ravitch comments: 
"He is not black; he is not female; he is not American-born; he is not even a runner. But he inspires her because 
of the way he trained and used his body. When I read this, I thought how narrow-minded it is to believe that 
people can be inspired only by those who are exactly like them in race and ethnicity." (Ravitch, 1990: 354) - 
Once again: We can transcend the narrowness of traditional, monocultural ideas and constraints, we can develop 
an increasingly transcultural understanding of ourselves. 

4. Internal and external transculturality 

Furthermore, the individuals' discovery and acceptance of their transcultural constitution is a condition for 
coming to terms with societal transculturality. Hatred directed towards foreigners is (as has been shown 
particularly from the psychoanalytic side) basically projected hatred of oneself. One takes exception vicariously 
to something in a stranger, which one carries within oneself, but does not like to admit, preferring rather to 
repress it internally and to battle with it externally. Conversely, the recognition of a degree of internal 
foreignness forms a prerequisite for the acceptance of the external foreign. It is precisely when we no longer 
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deny, but rather perceive, our inner transculturality, that we will become capable of dealing with outer 
transculturality. 

Incidentally, Nietzsche was already a precursor of the subject-internal, as well as the societal transculturality 
which are topical today. Of himself he said that he was "glad to harbour [...] not `one immortal soul', but many 
mortal souls within" (Nietzsche, 1980a: 386 [II 17]), and he coined the formula of the "subject as a multitude" in 
general (Nietzsche, 1980b: 650). For Europe he prognosticated a process of increasing cultural intermixing: 
"Commerce and industry, traffic in books and letters, the commonality of all higher culture, quick changes of 
locality and landscape, the present-day nomadic life of all nonlandowners - these conditions necessarily bring 
about a weakening and ultimately a destruction of nations, or at least of European nations: so that a mixed-race, 
that of the European man, has to originate out of all of them, as the result of continual crossbreeding." 
(Nietzsche, 1984: 228 [475]) In Europe "a tremendous physiological process is taking place and gaining 
momentum. The Europeans are becoming more similar to each other; they become more and more detached 
from the conditions under which races originate that are tied to some climate or class; they become increasingly 
independent of any determinate milieu that would like to inscribe itself for centuries in body and soul with the 
same demands. Thus an essentially supra-national and nomadic type of man is gradually coming up, a type that 
possesses, physiologically speaking, a maximum of the art and power of adaptation as its typical distinction." 
(Nietzsche, 1989: 176 [242]) 

Nietzsche however also considered such intermixing processes as ambivalent. He distinguished two possibilities: 
In general hybrid characters, since they "have in their bodies the heritage of multiple origins", will "be weaker 
human beings: their most profound desire is that the war they are should come to an end"; the happiness they 
yearn for will be "the happiness of resting, of not being disturbed, of satiety". Yet, in others, "the opposition and 
war" in their nature "have the effect of one more charm and incentive of life"; it is then that "those magical, 
incomprehensible, and unfathomable ones arise", whose "most beautiful expression" is found in men like 
Alcibiades, Frederick II or Leonardo da Vinci. Both types "appear in precisely the same ages", they "belong 
together and owe their origin to the same causes" (ib.: 111 f. [200]). 

On the whole Nietzsche ultimately pleaded for future cultural mixing. Features of the erstwhile "enigmas" would 
belong to tomorrow's normal type. Future culture would be one of intermixing, and the future person a 
polycultural nomad. Nietzsche had, in Menschliches, Allzumenschliches, already said, that one should "work 
actively on the merging of nations" (Nietzsche, 1984: 228 [475]). And in his late years he spoke out acerbically 
against the relapse to "nationalism", "fatherlandishness" or "soil addiction": "What value could it have, now that 
everything points to larger and common interests, to goad these ragged self-ish feelings? [...] And that in a 
situation where spiritual dependence and denationalization leap to the eye, and the actual value and meaning of 
today's culture lies in mutual fusion and fertilization of one another!" (Nietzsche, 1980c: 92 f. [235]), Nietzsche 
can be considered as being a precursor of modern transculturality. 

5. Link with Wittgenstein 

Philosophically, the one person who provides the greatest help for a transcultural concept of culture, however, is 
Wittgenstein. He outlined an on-principle pragmatically-based concept of culture, which is free of ethnic 
consolidation and unreasonable demands for homogeneity. According to Wittgenstein, culture is at hand 
wherever practices in life are shared. The basic task is not to be conceived of as an understanding of foreign 
cultures, but as an interaction with foreignness. Understanding may be helpful, but it never is sufficient alone, it 
has to enhance progresses in interaction. We must change the pattern from hermeneutic conceptualizations with 
their beloved presumption of foreignness on the one hand and the unfortunate appropriating dialectics of 
understanding on the other hand to decidedly pragmatic efforts to interact. And there is always a good chance for 
such interactions, because there exist at least some entanglements, intersections and transitions between the 
different ways of life. It is precisely this which Wittgenstein's concept of culture takes into account. Culture in 
Wittgenstein's sense is, by its very structure, open to new connexions and to further feats of integration. To this 
extent, a cultural concept reformulated along Wittgenstein's lines seems to me to be particularly apt to today's 
conditions. 

6. Transculturality in relation to globalization and particularization 

a. Uniformization or new diversity? 

Let me turn to a final and crucial point. I want to respond to a potential misunderstanding. You might think that 
the concept of transculturality is tantamount to the acceptance of an increasing homogenization of cultures and 
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the coming of a uniform world-civilization, and that it assents without objection to this development, whilst 
conspicuously conflicting with our intuitions of cultural diversity. - But does transculturality really mean 
uniformization? Not at all. It is, rather, intrinsically linked with the production of diversity. Let me clarify this 
important point. 

As transculturality pushes forward, the mode of diversity is altered. If one doesn't recognize this, then one may - 
as some critics falsely do - equate transculturality with uniformization. For diversity, as traditionally provided in 
the form of single cultures, does indeed disappear increasingly. Instead, however, a new type of diversity takes 
shape: the diversity of different cultures and life-forms, each arising from transcultural permeations. 

Consider how these transcultural formations come about. Different groups or individuals which give shape to 
new transcultural patterns draw upon different sources for this purpose. Hence the transcultural networks will 
vary already in their inventory, and even more so in their structure (because even the same elements, when put 
together differently, result in different structures). The transcultural webs are, in short, woven with different 
threads, and in different manner. Therefore, on the level of transculturality, a high degree of cultural 
manifoldness results again - it is certainly no smaller than that which was found between traditional single 
cultures. It's just that now the differences no longer come about through a juxtaposition of clearly delineated 
cultures (like in a mosaic), but result between transcultural networks, which have some things in common while 
differing in others, showing overlaps and distinctions at the same time. The mechanics of differentiation has 
become more complex - but it has also become genuinely cultural for the very first time, no longer complying 
with geographical or national stipulations, but following pure cultural interchange processes. 

Moreover, these transcultural networks are more capable of affiliation with one another than were the old 
cultural identities. They include segments which also occur in other networks and thus represent points of 
affiliation between the different transcultural forms. So the new type of differentiation by its very structure 
favors coexistence rather than combat. 

b. Flaws in the globalization and the particularization diagnoses 

It is, I think, the advantage of the transculturality concept over competing concepts that it explains 
uniformization and intermixing processes on the one side and the emergence of new diversity on the other side at 
the same time and by means of the same formula. - Let me briefly demonstrate this compared to the two main 
competing diagnoses in the cultural field today: to globalization on the one hand and particularization on the 
other. 

The concept of globalization assumes that cultures are becoming the same the world over (cf. Featherstone, 
1990). Globalization is a concept of uniformization (preferably following the Western model) - and of 
uniformization alone. But this view can, at best, represent half the picture, and the champions of globalization 
would have a hard time ignoring the complementary resurgence of particularisms worldwide. Their concept, 
however, is by its very structure incapable of developing an adequate understanding of these counter-tendencies. 
From the viewpoint of globalization, particularisms are just phenomena which are retrograde and whose destiny 
it is to vanish. 

But particularisms cannot in fact be ignored. The "return to tribes" is shaping the state of the world just as much 
as the trend towards a world society. The rise of particularisms is a reaction to globalization processes (cf. 
Robertson, 1987). It certainly creates an explosive situation, because the particularisms often refine themselves 
through the appeal to cultural identity to nationalisms producing hatred, purification actions and war. 
Enlightenment people don't like these particularisms. This is quite understandable. But not sufficient. As 
concerning as one may find these phenomena, we won't be able to get by without taking seriously the demand 
for a specific identity. People obviously feel compelled to defend themselves against being merged into 
globalized uniformity. They don't want just to be universal or global, but also specific and of their own. They 
want to distinguish themselves from one another and know themselves to be well accommodated in a specific 
identity. This desire is legitimate, and forms in which it can be satisfied without danger are to be determined and 
promoted. Future cultural forms will have to be such that they also cater for the demand for specifity. 

c. The advantage of the transculturality concept 

This brings me once more to the advantage of the transculturality concept over the competing concepts of 
globalization and particularization. The concept of transculturality goes beyond these seemingly hard 
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alternatives. It is able to cover both global and local, universalistic and particularistic aspects, and it does so 
quite naturally, from the logic of transcultural processes themselves. The globalizing tendencies as well as the 
desire for specifity and particularity can be fulfilled within transculturality. Transcultural identities comprehend a 
cosmopolitan side, but also a side of local affiliation (cf Hannerz, 1990). Transcultural people combine both. 

Of course, the local side can today still be determined by ethnic belonging or the community in which one grew 
up. But it doesn't have to be. People can make their own choice with respect to their affiliations. Their actual 
homeland can be far away from their original homeland. Remember Adorno's and Horkheimer's phrase 
"Homeland is the state of having escaped" (Horkheimer and Adorno, 1994: 78). 

7. Conclusion 

With regard to the old concept of culture I have set out how badly it misrepresents today's conditions and which 
dangers accompany its continuation or revival for cultures' living together. The concept of transculturality 
sketches a different picture of the relation between cultures. Not one of isolation and of conflict, but one of 
entanglement, intermixing and commonness. It promotes not separation, but exchange and interaction. If the 
diagnosis given applies to some extent, then tasks of the future - in political and social, scientific and 
educational, artistic and design-related respects - ought only to be solvable through a decisive turn towards this 
transculturality. 
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Situating Contemporary African Art: Introduction

During the past two de.ades, there has been a surge of interest in
the work of contemporary African artists. A major reason for this turn of
events is pirtly due to the impact of globalization on contemporary art
and culture. Like other artists who were once siiuated on the margins
of mainstream artistic narratives. African artists have been beneficiaries
of the glohaLizing lhenomenon that has included the rise of triennials
and art fairs, and lhe unprecedented surge in coLlecting art on a world-
wide scale. To be clear, the apparent largess of the international artistic
contexts that have so readily embraced African artists and others could
be attributed less to a change of heart about the artistic competence of
marginaL regions. and more to a strategic repositioning and adaptation
to global winds of change that blew down ideological walls throughout
the late 1980s and early 1990s.

Xvery indication v/e have of the cunent situation of qlobal .ontem-
!orary art reconfirms the important impact of geopoiiticat reorgalriza,
tion of the global order, especialty in the financial markets and the
digital network of information, technoloqy, imäges, and ideas. The
unmaking of a bipolar system of power further contributed to the es-
tablishment of a series of dialecticat and histodcal reconfigurations that
Emapped the cultural, political, and economic circuits which would
have a profound effect o11 globalization in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries- During this period, s.veral major internationaL
exhibitions, in which the work of contemporary African artists was
featured, have been pivotal in framing these artists' qlobal visibilitv.
0f these, the exhihition ,tfa gitiens de la terre, organized at the Centre
Pompidou, ?aris, by Jean'Hubert Martin in 1989, is rightfully cited as
one paradiqmatic moment that helped bleak the border of marginality
of Africar artists !y presenting their work alongside the work of their
international peels.

Since 1989, among the most important venues for the showcasing
of contemporary African alt are several comlrehensive exhibition ini-
tiallves deveLoped in the early and mid 1990s in severai Afoican cities.
These include the DakArt: Dakar Biennial, Dakar (1992); R€ncontres de
la Photogralhie Africaine Bienniat, Bamako (1994); Johannesburq Bien
nale, Johannesburg (1995); in addition to oldei venues such as the Cairo
and Alexandria biennials and scores of workshoos across th€ Afri.an
continent,

When Clace Stanislaus of the Studio Museum in Harlem organized
Canlempa,ory Afrrcan /Jists: Chongi,g hod.nons i lqqo dl lheVpn.te
Biennale (a process that was then relrised in 1993 at the same venue,
with a slightly amended nomenclature, Fusionr West Aftican Atlists at
the Venice Biennale by Snsan Vogel of the Museum for African Arl, New
York) the exhibition of African artists in Venice marked a further ero-
sion of houndaies in the reception of contempoiary African art in the
international curätorial fietd. The trend for the curatorial rewiring of
contemporary Africa art on a global scale began to take root during
the 1q90s, with several significant exhibitions and multimedia works,
including r4rrrica f,xpiorps: 20th Centuty Afican Art (1991), by Susan Vo-
gel ard Walter I. van Beek at the Center for African Art, New York, and
the Ne$r Museum, New Yotk; Ahica Hoy (1991). by Andr€ Magnin at Cen-
tro AUantico de Arte Moderno; Seyen Storier.4üout tr'lodetn Att in Ahica
(1995-96), dneded by CLementine Deliss and curated by Chika okeke-
Agulu, Salah Hassan, David (oloane, Wanjiku Nyachae, and H Hadji Sy
at Whitechapel Gallery, Iondon, and (onsthaLle, Malmoi ,4n Insid€ Story-'
Ahican Art oI1ur Iime \ 1995), by Yukiya Kawaquchi at the Setagaya
Art Museun, Tokyo, and In / Sight: Afiican Photogtupheß, 1940 to the
Present (1996), by octavio Zaya, okwui Enwezor Danielle Tilkin, and
Clare Betl at th€ Guggenheim Museum, Ne\r York.

Further ground was broken when the Senegalese fiqurative sculptor
0usmane Sow and the Nigerian installation artist Mo ldoga became the
first Africans to be included in the prestiqious exhibition ,ocumenla 9
{t992). Since then. African artists have participated in all sub(eqJerl
Documentd exhibitions (Dacütnenta 1A,71, and 12), which are h€ld in
Kassel, Germany, every five vears. Tracing further the trajectory of glo-
bal exhibition activities and curato aL responses to African artists in
multiple intemational exhibitions in th€ 1990s, we note such shows as
Crocida y Crudo \1994), by Dan Cameron at the Reina Sofia, Madrid; and
0üa Pals: Es.alos Alticanas (1994), by Sinon Njami and Joäite Busca
at Centro Attantico de Arte Moderno, Las Palmas de Gtan Canaria. In
addition to Venice and Documenta, African artists have regularly ap-
peared in several other biennales: Gwangju, Sydney, Säo Paulo, Istanbul,
Havana, Llubljana, Lyon, and Manifesta. Such participation underscores
the inescapable globality of African atists. Contributing to the expan-
sion of the discursive networks of the field, journaLs and magazines such
as Nko: JournaL of Cantemporuty Africon Att, Revue Naire, Artfhrcb, and
Ltird lext have been leading critical sites devoted to new writinq on
issues in contemporary Afriian art. More recently, in the last decade,
several significant exhibitions, such as IÄe Shorf Centüry: Independence
and Liberation lloyement in Ajlico (2001), and Africo Remix (2004) have
dlawn even mole complex ärticulätions of the historical and conternlo-
rary issues related to African cuttural lroduction.

these activities, along with mrmerous others that are nol lisLed,
have each contributed to crystallizing serious scholarly and curatorial
interest in the field. With this new attention, severai important shifts
are immediateLy noticeable in the discursive circuits o[ (Lr(atorial and
historical evaluation of contemporary African art as a field ot study.
African artists are not only lnore visible in the institutional circuits of
museums, exhibitions, änd art hislory; scholars are also investing seri.
ous intellectual resources in researching and teaching the field. Emerg-
inq scholarshi! in this field has produced doctoral dissertätions and
countless qraduate th€ses. Mosl notably, in a single generation, we have
vritnessed a broadening of the interpretive and curatorial models from
amalga ated group exhibitions to monognphic erdibitions that explore
ihe oeuvles of individual artists. More museums and major pdvate col-
lectors now itclude the \,york of contemporary African artists in their
collections; key international exhibitions routinely feature the work;
critics write about the artists; galleries exhibit and represent them.
Sotheby! and Bonhams auction houses have staged several srcc€ssful
sates exclusively focused on contemporary African art. In Africa itself, a
market is emerging: the Johann€sburg Art lair was recently established;
ä new auction house, ArtHouse, specializing in modern and contempo-
Iary Nigerian art, v/as estabtished in lagos. All of these activities have
expanded the networks of mediation and reception of tbe diversely com-
llex field of practices and production. And with each of these endeavors
there is no doubt that the methodological tools of critical appraisal have
benefited from the growing awareness of the work of individual artists
or regions. This calls for a fresh perslective and a need lor new anaiyti
cal lens toward the study of contemporary African art. This is the basic
premise of Contemporary Ahicon ht since 1980,1o organize a ciitical
analysis of the ideas, concepts, objectives, and practices which have
shaped the field we now survey.

What is Contemporary Atrican Art?
This project seeks Lo reaffirm one immediate point, which lies in

its title: "contemporary African art" implies the existence of an artis-
tic landscape of sorne coherence, one that has discernible durability,
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and which justifies the Label, as alptied to the work§ of those artists
grouperl under the various thematic brics that inform ihe sections

of this book. But hele we pause to letlect-lace the phitosopher V Y'

Mudinbe on 'the idea of Africa" that we arä workinq with We readily
actnowtadge that, for some artists, being identified as an African artist

ay prove a disabüng label in negotiating the boundaries of power that
inform the entire globäl .ultural complex To a degree, the very "idea

of Africa" may be superficially disabling to some artists, because Africa
has often been repre§ented more in term§ of epistemological neqation,

to which no profit can be tabulated on the ledger of ärtistic and cut_

tural capital. Add to this the fact that for millennia, and in the media,

Africa had been interpl€ted as a marqinä|, timited sphere of aitrstic and

institutional polver; so it make§ sense that some artists may feel uneasy

with being identified as such. But ontv to a point, for there is also the
reverse, t}le t€ndency of over'identification, to the point of an essentia[

isnl built on a sense of auth€nticity, which some Aftican artists ale seen

to be tacki$g either by race, reqion, or dw€tting.
ln our approach, however, Aflica is a muttrphcity of cultural spaces,

shap€il by social forces and political and economic conditions that do

not privilege one way of conceptuatizing ar African identity And in this
fraNework, contemporary African alt irctudes a tissue of fascinating
and productive contradictions which enliven debates on what it affums
aftl what it contest§. More concletely, contemlolary African art denotes

a fietd of comPlex atistic lroduction, research, interpretation, and a

repository of dch int€tlectual discovery at the intersection of the shift
ing models of cultural, political. social, and epistemological analyses in
which Africa i5 neaningfully intelpellated. Here the connection to Af_

,ica not only informs the undelstanding of the diverse §pes of artistic
practices rell€cted in this book, it also applies to the very complo(nlod_
els of irlentity and ambivatent identificaLions of the artists who reside

both inside and outside Africa; or who move easily between both'
But to conv€ne a discursive landscape such as contemporary African

art is lrot to blenil these dispalat€ sensibilities, cultulal situations, his"

torical experiences, and potiticized nodels of subjedivi§ and subjectivi_

zation (that is the §trategic positioning an a(ist adoPts qua the fi€ld)

into one uniied frame of cultulal identity. Instead, the ideä of African

ideqtity vre emptoy is not an ab§olute, but a malleabte term lt refers to
both cutturat and geograPhic situations, and to mode§ of subjectiviza_

tion, dimensioni of identücation, and ethicat strategies None of these

are singular. An African identity can §ugg€st Ielatior§hips äs much to
ethnic. national, and linqüistic conditions, as to ethical, ideotogicat, and

political stlategies. An Africen identity can be understood as !ärt of a

broad repeltoire of practices, strategies, and subjectivitie§ that link cul_

tural harlitions aral ctiturat archives, that subtend geocultural and geo'

pohtical spaces, traülrational and diasporic experiences ln this sense,

there is no totalizirq construct that deflnes the center of this project'

Against this backdrop, the term iAfrican" employed here is capa-

cious. It a.commodates stippages. incompleteness, eccentricitie§. idio_

syncracies, and ambivalences. It is not to be understood in ethnocentric'
national, reqionat, or even continental terms atone, but as a network of

position§, afflliations, strategies, and philosophies that rcpresent the

multipticity of cultual traditions and archives availalle to and exlloited
consistently by the altisü to shape their adstic positions in a way that
reftects the diffüe releltoire of artistic forms and concepts which we

designate as cont€mpolary African art. At the sam€ time, the tern "Af'

tican" is also t€mporal, in particutar in the way it engenders or disavows

emotional attachments in the present. It is about the shape of Africa in
th€ world today- [ach of these positions, on th€ir own or in combina_

tion, defines the state of contemlorery African alt in the twenty-first
century More importantly, for our critical purposes, it is how these

foimutations shale the undeßtanding oI an archive of practices that
reflects thn muttipticity in the contemPorary art of Africa As we argue

throüghout the book, the principat goat of Contetnpoßry Africon kt
since ,980 is to delinit a specific historical datuft, one ir which artis'

trc works, conceptual stlategies, and folmäl plocedures can be cohel'

entty organized. At the säme tim€, the soal is to reveat-throuqh the

evid€nce of the works represented and discussed here the fact that
thp termrco;temporary Ahican arl-iäs d histolical basis on which our

prenise riiG, aid tlrdrefole the cirul fol serious analvsE and engagc-

ment by art professionals and the lublic alike.
To mark out a field is atways to delimit a space of survey lt is to

draw a line, but nevertheless a Line which, w€ hope, does not subscribe

to rigid bordels, outmoded hierarchies, or anthlopological certaintie§'
But as tends to be the case in cilcumstanc€s of diversity of archives, a

delimited space cannot be subordineted to th€ logic of totatization oI

standaidization. Rather, ä deunited fietd, particularly one with histori_

caL complexities such as is Presented in today'§ Africa, i5 not a flät field

but a se es of shiftinq grounds composed of flaq ents, of composite
identities- and micro narratives; in fact, it is th€ petit ricit tlrat forms

the methods of historical discourse. Pieln Bouldieu defines this as the
"field of cultural production" in which diver§e actols olente. He states

The üd'l of rultu6L p,odü.tionis th. a.ea par {,.!llen" ol 
'lashes 

hetueel th'
tto'ninrnr ,ractioß of the doninant clrr!, ,h. liqht thec son.times in per$n but

mor€ oft€nthrouqlr produ.ctr onenled tos.ds delendinq their "rdcat" iid etisryi'q
th€n "t.strs" and the d.ninai.d fr.ctions rho are toLdtv nrvolved inthnlxuqqte-
thir .onflnr hrings about the inteqlätior n' a sirqls tieLd of the vaiious socllv
'n.nalzed:-o-he,.lt p. 

'r., 
rl r n L.ts which e.omp.ete.v 'sprJt' nr4''J rd

.;.n q€oq'äplkdl rp r.. ,1 *\.\ rhe diterenl hd(or5 ' 
( l)'e don'ininr rra$ cdtr

hnd product! adjust.d to th.t ta5tes, whetlg irr rll. rh..rE, in Dainting, täshion

Thu5 the main focus is tlte recognition of the existence of this freld

and it5 historical implications for the analysis of African art in gen

eral- Though we have chosen to timit this ovewiew to a §pe€ific tine
leriod-the Last three decades-we do so both in response to the targe

corpus of artistit work coYered (more than 150 a(ists), and al5o in lec'

ognition of th€ divelsiLy of the cdtical stakes within the art historicäl

developm€nt of African art studies in general. In other words, we aim

both for temporal specificity (since 1980) änd disciplinary clärity (con'

temporary Alrican art) in order to §how the ftuitful links between the

thr€e ilecaales which this overview covers. W€ take the aplroach that
to untlerstanil the works relresented here from the period§ cove'ed
requires the articulation of the sultounding historical atmosph€re, the

conditions of lrotluction, and thQ cultulal, Politicat, and epistemologi
cal legacies of postcotonialism that surmount almost atl the wolks of art
discussed throughout the couße of the unfolding analysis NeYertheless'

our Äim is not to make contextuatist points, but to show how social, po-

Uticat, and econonic €vents of the last thirty years-fron postcolonial

critiques of the state form and neo_liberalism, to responses to gtobali_

zation and the s€vere austerity measures of recent penod§, the refom
movements of rlemocratization, state failure, migration, exüe, the rise of

politicat Islam, and the struggl€ against aparth€id have all profoundly

affected and reshaped the field of contemporalv African cuLtural and

artistic production.

As we have already underlined, §ince the earlv 1980s manv Äfrican

artists-Il Anatsui, Yinka Shonibale, Yto Barrada, Berni Searle, ouat

tara Watts, William xentridge, Chlis Ofili, David Adjaye, Nnenna okore'
Moataz Nasr. Odili Donatd odita, Meschac Gaba, Tracey Rose, Narcia Kute,

Marlene Dumas, lvangechi Mutu, Ghada Anlet Julie Mehretu, G€olges

Adäagbo, Romuald Hazoumc, Chäri Samba, etc. have come to glohal

proninence and hav€ been posiioned at the forefront of criticäl debates

of contenporary art. Scholars have devoted serious and focused atten_

tior to the stualy of these artists divels€ experiences and work§ ln
adalition, a historicat rereading ol modern Aftican art' has rein\'lgorated

the assessNents of the work of cont€mpoiary African artßts in light of

modernity-anil, by extension, the links to traditional Afücan a't-and
broadened each of their cdtical horizons.r More recently. with youngel

schotars doing art_historical, Iather thän ethnographic, research on

contemporary artists, the §tudy of contenporarv Ahcan art has become

a core area of academic inquiry in African art-history scholaßhiP As

these stuilies expand the avaitable data on llactices and 
'liscourses' 

the

helil has been imbued with forms and methods of theoretical' aesthelic'

and social anal!'sis of a new history of the alts in Africa'80



Wh€n Wa3 Contempotary Alrican Arl?
Mile curatoriäl pnctice and related activities have .rgendered new

circuits of interpretation and a reordering of the discourse of contenpo-
rary African at, until recently the field was an area of considerable de-
bate. one such debate concerrs the issue of periodization, nanely, when
did cortelrporary African art emerge? Did it emerge as a consequence of
the €risis of traditioMt African art due to cotoniatism? 0r is it because
of the encounter u.ith new paradigns of artistic production genented

_by African reslonses to European modernity? To pose these questions
reveals some confusion if we take the most common dictionanj defini-
tion of the term "contemporary" purety as an event of the present, that
which belongs to or occurring in the present, distinctly äpart from that
whiah ü viewed äs belonging to the past, to a historical epoch. However,
this does not get us to the place at which w€ can utter the phrase .,con-

temporary African art" except as a distinguishing tiope thaL selarates
not periods or cät€gories of time,' but artistic styles and genres. Terry
Smith gives us a usefuL guide, stating that contemporary art is art pre-
ocorpied v\rith being within its time.'Arthur Danto, on the other hand,
sees contemporary art, in its ever increasing sense of timelessness, as
post-litorical, äs a liberation frorn the $ccession of historical periods
bound to styles.' Smith and Danto ere not quite saying the same thing;
tle former is strictly concemed with questions of temporality, while the
Iatter focuses on the caesura of historicat periods.

But can these two interpretations help define what we mean by con
tenporary when used stdctly in anatysis alplied to Africa? Th€ answer,
generauy, is yes, especialty if \,ve see African a.t in the era of colonialism
and in encounters with Iuropean modernity as, reflexively, an ercounter
with categories of time änd a march towärd a post-historical paradigm
where traditionat stytes no loDger designate the aesthetic coordinates of
artistic production. At the same tine, we can also see the convergence
of traditionäl styles and contemporary paradigms as occurdng at the
sane tine, but with two distinctive thrusls: one reftecting its connec-
tion to a historical past, the other establishing its selaration from that
past. In thls sense, it is R,picät of assessments of contemporary African
art to analyze it as a field of mismatched genres, "a process of bnco-
ioge upon the aLeady existing structures and scenarios on which older,
precolonial and colonial genres of African art were made.", The sense
of än.oiage would seem to privilege practices thrown together irrespec-
tive of deär conceptMl and phitosophical distinctions. However, the
comlination of successive historicel periods, formal styles, and genres
yield, at least, to both Smith's contention of temporality and Danto'§
idea of the end of styles. If we are to usetutty bddge the philosophical
distinctions betnpen Smith and Danto, we can perhaps allow that, at a
rninimum, contemporary African art comes both at the end of tnditional

-arts Geeminqly precolonial) and at the end of colonialism; that is to
say, that its condition of existence in the lresent is postcolonial- But is
Kasfirt reference to ü colcge ä claim for the postcoloniality of contem
porary African art? Not quite, as we will see.

The Ethnographic Nuseum and the t{us€um oI Art
WitI lhe competing claims of the päst and the separation of the

present from it, the discursive landscape of conteNporary African art
has been shaped according to the struggle between two fields of knolyl
edge that have addressed its content through different and divergent
approaches. During the past forty years, much of the debate that cen-
tered on the question of art in Africa has ptayed out in two principal
arenäsr in the ethnogralhic museum and in the nuseunr ol art.! In the
first arena, scholars and cürators often mäde little distinctior between
conleNporary art and works thät are more appropriately craft, such as

lottery'making, basket-weaving, cloth-dyeing, and toy design.,It is
importänt to point out here that the term "craft" does not necessadty
denote an inferior practice to contemporary art. But it should he rec-
ognized that these two types of creative processes operate in distinct
discursive systems and circulate in different cultural economies, namely
in the market for souvenirs and utilitarian material on the one hand,
and in exhibition cicuits of the contemporary art gallery and systems

of museums oI ärt änd ethnography on the other. We h no way inf€r in
the cücuit of the museum a superior sphere of cultüral reception. Even
if it is for the sake of not constru[ting a false hierarchy between art and
craft-a distinction that has long bedeviled the rec€ption of African art
in general-the lheoretical and formal distinctions often mäde between
areas of practice and the diverse systems of distribution, exhibition, and
reception in which the rnaleriais opente can sometimes be misleading
and i[[ seNes the artists themselves.

This is not to say that th€re hav€ not b€en moments when craft-
artisls have brought aesthetically complex and conceptually sophisti-
cated artistic qenres into the field of contemporary African art. Take,
for example, the work of the chanaian coffin-makei Xane Kwei, whose
elaborately sculpted fantasies plays simultaneouly with Surreatist dis-
junction and makes references to commodity f€tishism in cont€mporary
Akan systems of funerary decoration. 0r the way an artist like El Anat-
sui deftly exploits handicraft to arresting conceptual ends. 0r consider
anoLher exampie, Esther Mahlangus qeometric abstract w.ll paintings
according to traditional Ndebele architecturäl watl decoration that was
transmuted both to galtery slaces and to BMW cars. The fact thät the
separate works of these artists one positioned as a craft-maker, the
other repeatinq änd extending the patterns of a decorative tradition,
and yet still another conventionally än artist-have, in tutn, attracted
the fascination of the athnogralhic museum is no doubt based not
fierely on thei contemporary aesthetic merit alone, hut also on their
seeming transparent ethnographic quality which, on the one händ, Iinks
the work of the craftsman to the populat desires of the everyday Ghana-
ian and on the other to the popular taste for exoticization that p€rvädes
the ethnographic reception of contemporary African art. With Xwei, the
pubtic for African materiäl culture can simultan€ously indutge in a bit oI
ethnographic surrealism and in Mahtanqu änd Anatsui, a mediated view
of de(orative arts and contempordry Afncan art.

Until recently, the abitity of the ethnographic museun to wield dis-
cursive authority over objectr, practices, and rreaning was oveMhelm-
ing. This made it a formidable discursive site of the artistic field, and
the primary locus of curatorial int€rpretätion. Granted, the ethnographic
museurn was operating largely unchallenged in this wäy, because the
museum of art, äs such, showed little interest in the cateqory of con-
temporary African att, a fact adunbraLed in the Museüm of Modern
Art's exhibition "Pinitivien" i1 20th Century Art: AlJinity oJ the Ttibol
and Uodetn in 1984. However, in recent years the discußive authority
of the ethnographic museum, and the interpretive power it wielded,
havp been eroded by the emergence of contemDorary curatorial lrojects
functioning in the arena of the museum of att. Conseqüently, a remärk-
able curatorial attention and its focus on contemporary art has made the
temporary, large-scale pxhibition modet in art lnuseunts the indisputable
arena for the theoretical and historical främing of contemporaty African
art. As Sidney Littlefietd I(asfir notes, "blockbuster shows have greatly
influenced t)rc mainstreaming tendency""'of contemporary Afücan art.
Much of thß debate, in which t}le ethnogräphic müseum and the curator
of anthropology have had to share elistenological space with the cula-
tor of contemporary ärt and the institutional irame of the museum of
art-even if there is little comnon ground betwe€n theN in terNs of the
vocabulary that shapes their respective proiects'r-has occuüed in the
last thity yeaß, a period that also witnessed the inrreased visibility of
contemporary African artists in t}le global scene.

Given the changing stakes in the critical ground occupied by African
art and artists qlobally, the discursive challenge of this project bears on
four reflexive loints: in the first, we explore what constitutes the "con
temporary" and how it is defined and theorized; second, we analyze the
terllt 'African art" without makinq appelletions of ethnic origin essential
to the term (we focus mainly on how artists are located within the lerger
context of Aftican art studies); third, we examine the way the term has
been analyzed by other scholars and erplore how distinctly diflerent it
is from the alt we are concemed with; and fourth, we focus on identify-
ing the central participants in the makinq of the field. and how their
practices hetp generate and shape tie meaning of what is identified.
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Archlves of lraditiona
A caveat to keep in nind: the task at hand is not to argue wheth€r

these four points exhaust the possibilities of how to frame the argument
of contemporary African art. Instead, we seek to address the provenance
of the ideas and the overlapping drscourses, as wetl as th€ surround
ing historical and anatytical aichitecture that subtend thern. Also, our
critical task is narrower, and in large measure more pointed, because it
is oriented to the present, even if the period covered has traces iI the
past. The Limit in our temporat frame is the post oloniol, a point m€ant
to articulate the temporal and theoretical dchness of our chosen dec-
ades. What is immediatety cteat and not surprising, is the consistency
of the formal, political, aesthetic. and cultural connections between
the aoncerns of the artists and the questions of African contemporane-
ity that follow them. In thir way, there is no need to seek to levivify
expired authenticities, nor to mourn the death of aulochthonous tradi-
tions. If there is any immediate dispute undertalen here, it is queryinq
the notions of authenticity and autochthonism as the Neans by which
oe can noninate a €ontemporary work of art as Aftican. We recognize
that notions of the authentic and tlrc autochthonous have ill the past
provided a level of comfort for historians reluctant to perceive African
artists in the present, as part of the modern and contemporary world."
To therefore speal concretely of contemporary African art disturbs a
se es of analytical assumptions about the state of African art today
one being the static nature of Ätican cultures, which supports the idea
of a timeless African tradition.

lfe purposely make clear that our inquiry is lade in the tension be-
tween contemporary artistic archives and the way they are imaqined in
the deep wells of cultural traditions. But we deviate fronr the lubricious
tendency of forever linking them in historical causality. h is quite obvi-
ous that the reading which constartly ituNinates either th€ presenrc or
absence of tradition in modem and contemporary African an is a histor
ical problem, one that is more connected to writinqs about forms of art
and that directly resists those boxes either by stubbornly beinq hyhid,
ironic, or allegorical. But we do not subscribe lo the staged binaries
between tradition and the contemporary, nor intoxicated by th€ stunted
fetishization of tradition while contemltuous of the contemporary as
the Bdtish educator Wiltian faqg did when, in the 1940s, he lamented:
"W€ are in at the death of all that ir best in African art..."riat a time
when African artists were vigorously engaging modernism.

We do not resist th€ term "traditional African art," which represpnts
a storehouse of powerful artistrc achieveNents that contiru€ to exeit
influence beyond Africa. But we are less sänquine about the claim that
traditionat art is the end of achievement in the Atrican creative rycle. To
u5, tradition-in the }est and most rigorous employment of the term-
never designates a state of cultural staqnation. Nor does it promote
a fixed point of histoiical stasis in an endless cycle of repetition and
mimicry of the past. Rather, tradition always has a foMard motion to it,
and with that constant, dynami. pitch into the tuture, many compet-
ing forces of change and transformation converge; multiple contending
iscues of ruprure and discontinuity emerge; new and surprising, €v€n
contradictory ideas appear or are constantly created as forms, images,
otjects, narratives, and styles. Tradition, in fact, denotes the continuous
fl ow, change, transformation, evolution, continuity, and discontinuity
that enlivens a d strengthens the archive of alt cultures. lt is in this
condition of dynamism that we speak alout the archives of traditions.

1^ Contenporury Ahicon Art since , 960, we find ourselves actively
immersed and engaqed in the archives of new traditions of artmaling
and discourses. These archives support the t€rm "contemporary African
alt.' They are part of its normetive ärchitecture, of its ongoing tradi'
tions of thought. To think of contemporary African art as needing to be
part of a timeless Afticän tradition is to ignore the fact that multipte
histodcal events in the African context have led to new forms of knowl-
edge, fresh ways of conceiving symbolic and stluctural frames, and that,
for centuries, Afncan socreties have adapted to constant change both
through iirterlal and external forces. To that end, fol contemporary
Afiican art there are no ancient riverbed§ to excavate in ordel to find

continuinq traditions. And no strange hybridization that leaves the an-
ists and their work at the mercy of well- eaning, but uttimately wong-
headed, interpretations that lead to binary distinctions such as traditi0n
and modernitx Western and Alrican, center and perilhery vernarular
and a€ademic, urban and non'urban, indiqenoüs and diaqoric models of
identi6catiofl.

We take it as a given that contemporary African art lile rontem-
porary art qenerally is always in a state of rreative reinvention and
reimagination. And while we make note of the ravag€s of coloniälisn on
African cultures and iNtitutions, we also acknowledge the importance
of artistic o(changes that have mark€d th€ trarsition from colonial to
postcolonial subjectiviti€s, which in turn occasioned the responses of
Aftican artists to th€ colonial €vcnt. From this standpoint, we tale a
more penetrating inter€st in historical events, especiatly as explicat€d
in the views held by many .ommentators who constantly insinuate that
contemporary African artists lost their authenticity because of coloniaL
disruption. Iorty years äqo, äs €tlnographerc were bemoaning the loss
of authentic African traditions in the work of contemlorary African art-
ists, Jacqueline Delange and Phjlip Fry were correct in pointinq out that

The concept of "träditional" cultur€ often hides a negation of the
primordial openness of many African communities during the pre-
colonial period. If we admlt th€ existence of widespread exchange dur
inq this period, attempts to think in terms of 'tlos€d communities" and
"tribal styles" wiU have to be much more prudent. The fad is ihat we
know very little about the exchanges and the creative processes that
qave ris€ to the traditional arts in Africe. While many may inquire into
this background, very few are sufficiently concerned to look at contem-
porary works, much less to täke them seriously. . . . As important as thir
ltraditional artl may be, it is high tim€ to notice that Afüca is alive and
in movenent. A dial€ctic of acceptance and refusal, of give and take,
always typifies colonial and neo-colonial situations."

These are obvious points, and we do not disagree with them. Whe(
we suwey literature on contemporary African art, especialLy those pub-
lished in the 1960s and'70s (a notabte exception in this rcgard is Utli
Beier's thorough assessnent published in Contemparory At in A[rico),
and recent on€s in th€ 1980s and '90s, a schisn between the analrti
cal pn dence undertaken by Delange änd Iry and an ethnognphic focus
appears that underpins the argument of some of the other scholarship.
That ethnographic focus tends to fix an ethnocentric aura around Af-
rican art. Such an aura is tundamental to the categorization of African
arts, not in relation to inventive individual aesthetrc systens and the
inftuenc€ of those systems in the development of styles, or the format
d€viations from then. änd the invention of new laradigms and con-
cepts, but in terms of tribes and ethnic formations. Ior instance, one
can read th€ d€ployment of a category such as "AIt of Black Aftica" as

a general case of the raciali2ation of artistic production. Though such
a category may be luzrting to us since "black Akica" extends beyond
the "sub-Saharan" areas, it is neverth€less explainable since it defines
the nanow outlook of ethnographic writing and the cult of traditional

At another level, this is ä superficiäl boundary because it ignores th,
transnational situation of Akican artists workirg under contemporary
conditions in vrhich €thnic or essentialist identifications are haldly lhe
locus of critical consideration. African artists have been workinq inter-
nationally since the early twentieth century. one impo(ant example of
the tlansnational reception of artistic styles is the tradition of Souver
under-glass painting genre, which entered Senegalese artrstic archives ir
the nineteenth century from the Middle EÄst when it was brouqht bäck
by Muslim lilqrims returning home fron the Hajj in Mecca. [qually qer'
mane to our discussion is the participation of such artists as Aina ona-
botu, Mahmoud Mukhtär lrnest Mancoba, Gerard Sekoto, Ben Inwon$u,
celard Sekoto, ltra Ndiaye, Ahmed Cherkaour, and Gazbia Sirry in dis-
courses of modern a{d contenlporaly art internationaly since the 1920!
More recently, William Xentridge, Martene Dumas, Yinka Shonibare, Juh(
Mehretu, El Anatsui, 0uattara Watts, Wangechi Mutu, 0dili, Zwelethu
Mthethwa, Pascal Marlhine Tayou, Sokali Douglas Camp,0usmane Sow,82



)de Camara, IGn-Si, and olhers, have all leen operating at a global
vel without the strictures of ethnocentric encirclenent. They have
rch been examining the tension betyreen African ärt and contemporary
,rms, and have been doinq so in modem and contemporary styles, in
rsmopolitan, tranlnational, änd diasloric settings, thereby bdnging
ry insiqht into the debate, beyond ethnogralhic discourse.

Yet, as we challenge ethnoqraphic and ethnocentric conceptions
: Ahican art, we do hesitate in the absolute dismissal of the value of
rhnographic research in iltuminating provocative points of intellectual
:rd aesthetic &nvergence-particularty in instänces where artists make
)nscious deci§ions to aliqn the classical past of African art and contern-
rrary forru- Ior exampte, in the 1980s the late Nigerian-British pho-
Brarhic artist, Rotimi tani'Kayode produced a se es of works reflect-
q the tension between the contemlorary and the ciassical in images
raged as hemeneutic reslonses to the lowerfuL artistic Ieqacies of tie
frican sculptural past. In such works as Sonponnoi (lgal), Bronze Eeod
1987), Drn drr (1987), and Ebo on-so (1985), Aftican masks, scul!-
ües, objects, and ceremonies were deployed as metonymic structües
r a strategy linkiüg tradition not only to Africa but also to tle West.
imilarv the Cameroon'born, Dutch'bas€d artist Ansöle Etoündi Essa'
rba has explor€d similar issues in relation to African mask in a series
f photographic tableaurj är has Sokaii Douglas Camp in her figurahve
eided metal sculptures that reanimate the cuttural rituats of Niger
€lta dvedne areas of Nigeria; and as Yinka Shonibare works with the
nmaskinq of the seeminq authenticitv of African textile and the illumi'
ation of ih coloniat origin. oladele Bamgboyet double video ,rojection,
omewatd-Bound 11995) ntticulates simüar conceptual ideas in relation
) ideas of p.§t and lresent, home and diasporä, culture and exile- 0uat-
ira Watt!'s large-scale postriodein paintings, which appropriate the
:xture of African mud wätl paintings and transpose architectuat frag
rents evoking tle classic hames of Dogon building facades, remind us
f the qenerative plentitude of the archive of traditions. 0usnane Sowt
owerful figulative sculptures, at the level of dramatic tabteaur, reveal a
3nsibility towards the venerative and the iconic in th€ depiction of tra-
itional figures. obiora Udechukwut paintings deftly reanimate the sen-
itive tines of the Uii painting tradition of south€ast€rn Nigeria, in much
he same way thät odili Donald odita's zigzägqing geometric abstraction
:catls the traditionäl Ndebele wal paintings of Mahlangu, as do tle
rferences to Fänte flags that suffuse Atta Kwämit geometric paintings,
h€ caltigralhic nark in the paintings of Rachid Xoraichi and Ibrahim
I Salahi, or Romauld Hazoum6's assemblages of mask constru.ted of
iscarded plastic vessets, which cite caned African 

'nasks. 
AU of these

rtists stage thet works in the crossing betwe€n reflexivity and appro-
riation, citation and recupelation, Their works deptoy, through images
nd objectr, situations oI the contemporary conception of African art as
vehicle beyond ethfl ographic fantBry

Despite lively exchanges in the work of the afor€mentioned atists,
n which contemporary conceptual strategies are employed to stage a
elätionship to tradition, the ethnocentric vie!, of the flounderinq atist
tnmoored fronl the past, due to a suplosedly weakened link to tradi'
ional art, remained for som€ time in several reslects. This view had a
.iscursive patten, and generated pecuhar types of arqumentation that
ended to ignore the contemporaneity of the artists. At the risk of bela
oring the issue, we wish to exarnine in some depth one example of an
thnographically focused critical reflection which we belierre to be an
,verty alarmst view of tie dying tsadihons of Africa. In hit book Ära
on Art: Ihe lears Since 1920, Marshall Mount foregrounds paternalistic
rumbling, Iaced with bracing sarcasm, to focus on the idea of a disap-
raring African past, while minimizing th€ cornplex artistic experiments
1einq developed by contemporary African artists. He states:

This sliqhtly updated euloqy from Faqqt, it shoutd be noted, was Mit-
ten in 1973, several decades after the significant ernergence of contem-
porary African artists on th€ wortd staq€,r6 ard two decades after de-
cotonizdtion.ln läct, it would be hard lo tind any serious crilic wriÜng
on the work of contemporäry European artists in the mid 1970s having
recourse to invoke the disint€gration of Western culture as having a
negative imlact on Western avant-garde art, or about luropean artists
no lonqer working in the styles of their "ancestors." lvp understand the
recourse to ancestors, becäuse it provides us with a primordial handle
on the lastness of African culture. However fuaming the art of contem-
porary African atists around the dialectic of a wholesome past and a
deg€nerating pr€sent, as Mount does, is a common trope, without irony
and tult of seu-assuranc€. To trace the päth of the degeneration of skill
and traditional stytes, Mount sets up a hoary argument which, to be fair,
he did not originate. His scheme begins with what is catled 'turvivals of
traditional styles," which offers some sort of eleqy. In this elegy, swipes
are taken against foes of traditional art. Artists who are unable to futfilt
their rupposed ancestral calling lead the üst and are severely blouqht
to book. Chi€f Inneh, a fdo sculptor working in the coult of the oba of
B€ninois, is excoriated in typical styl€: "Chief Inneh's wolk in the Iound
is seen in his p'ortrait of the deceased Oba Eweka II. It is one of the few
recent works executed in the traditional bronze... The casüng is cruder
lhan the ancient ryorl(s ard the filthg of surfaces and details is con-
siderably more in€pt,"" Mount boncludes. But if artists like Inneh have
failed in animating their ancestral obliga tions due to the degeneration
of artistic shlls, he was not entirely at fault, because he häd been abet-
ted by the "elite Afri.ans" who have similärly abandoned the traditionat
ways of their ancestors, and no longer appreciated tladitional sculpture.

Deslilling as a Process o, hventilg Contemporary Art
The advent of Eüropean avant'qarde art in the early twentieth

century accned from the conscious artistic strategies of deskitling the
high academic stytes that were palt of the doninant taste of the bour-
geoisie up until the ninete€nth c€ntüry. The atistic salons of the tdte
nineteenth and €arly twentieth centuries were the battleglounds for the
artistic reinventron of t}le §kills of the modem and contehporary artist.
In theorizing the oriqin of contemlorary African art, there is somethinq
of critical value to be extracted ftom the idea that the degeneration
of traditional stytes as a result of the €mergence of contempolary alt
meant the death of the great traditional arts of Africa. one coutd argü€
therefore, that the root of contemporary African art, outride of postco-
lonial t€mporality, ljes in its attempt to sepaiate itself from the skilled
competence of the traditional artist/craftsman in a self-conscious proc-
ess of "deskilling."'3 The advent of the craftsmen layinq down their tools
all over Africa may, in fact, have historical parallels to the breakdown
of institutions of patronage and äuthority üat traditional art once en-
joyed and served. This, indeed, is one part of the historirist argument
of scholars Uke Uount. Such ärguments, however, are devetoped not ar a

way to put forward än analytic frame around artrstic exp€rimentations,
leception Lheories, culturat exchanqes, and chänqes in the condjtions
of production, institutions, publics, and aesthetic protocols, in light of
which a new insight into the motivations tehind contemporary l\frican
art could be garned. None of these issues seens to bear on the interpre-
tation of the artists work. What it revealed instead, was not necessarily
a deep tove of traditionat art. but a contempt for contempolary Afütan
art as a field of intellectual value. 0n this account, Mount had a word or
two of confident generalization and condescension for Aflican "elites"
whom, he supposed, pläyed a role in the negative deskilting of tradi
tional art: "As a result of generations of indoctrinations the attitude of
today's African 'elite' sometimes contributes to, rather thm arrests, this
disapDearance of traditionäl sculptüre."lt

In other words, the elite had become contemporaly, but not by
choice, but by colonial indoctrination. The point that African thinkeß
and artists understood precisely the comllex historical ploblems and
the paradigmahc ruptures brouqht about by colonial nod€rnity, and had
been responding to them in the lractice of alt seemed farfetched in the

Tod.v the rcliqion!.rd $cirl träditions oIAfi...G h 3 !l.te ol flux.In many
plrce§ they häv. elr..dy al osr .omoletely düini.grated. As ä Gsnlt, it is no* ex'
.Edinqly di6.ult to find irtisrs,ho mrk.4.rtly ii th. <tyl.s ol th.n äncesroß.
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id€ä than they are to a more reflexive revrorking of aesthetic concepts.
A sophisticated thinkei and historian such as Susan Vogel, in her im_
portant exhibition ,4,ftica rxplarcs: zoth Century AJricon Art, did little to
depart from the narrätive of dßlocated traditions. In the exhibition cat'
atogue in which, incidentaUy, i.ludimbe's essay was !üblished-vogel
recasts in more astute fashion some of the plevailing categories- How_

ev€r, she reinforces änd offers five conceptudl caleqDries as scaffolds on
which to survey twentieLh-century African art. Her introductory essay,

"Digesting the West," uses a sly anthlopophaqic turn of lhrase, which
also has the be.eflt of having a scatotoqicai connotatron, for what is

digested nust surely be expulgated as well.
But what does the expurqated mäterial look like? A mound of Iequr-

gitated postmodem tuld? 0r is it pelhals, a cleolized folm of cofltem_
porary art that hybddizes tladitional, mission_inspired, souvenir. new
and modern arts with an outcome that is simultaneourly postcolonial
and postmodern? The theoletical sophistication of Vogel's interpreta'
tions notwithstandinq, the tategories of her frames arc not §atisfactory
enough in addressing the complexities of the an. Hence the resutt of
the African encounter with the West is rev€aled by th€se categories in
such a way that may lead some to fai5e binaries. As in Mounfs i{olk,
"lraditionat AIt" appears in ä devolDtionary lrocess which then moves

on to "New Functional tut," "Ulban Art," "Intelnational kt," and then
through a swe.ve off the lath we end with "Extinct Art."

There is som€thing odd about tlrc idea of digesting the West, es_

,eciatly if it leads us ftom the gtoly of "tladitional art" to the tragedy
of "extinct art." Whethel Vogel was cognizant of the paradox of her
extinct art category which ltace§ contemPorary African art in the qrip

of an unsustainable duality-between Ä dead gast and an unsatisfa€tory
presenl-sh€ does make us awar€ that, far lrom beinq extinct, the old
forms of a( formerly connected to plecolonial Aftica lemÄin mordant
reminders of th€ir heuristic leqacy.?E But are these reminders useful to
the artist or are they lrops on which orratols and scholars can maintain
a critical foot on each side of a histolical algum€nt? The probtem i§ not
the incapacity of African artlsts to digest the West-after all, modern
Eulop€an artists haldly suffeled conceptuat constilation in theil own
ingestion of African art-or to relate to the African past. Might the
issue be the inability of curatoß and histolians to conceptualize and
digest contemporary African art without the mediating lens of "tradi'
tional" art as a tragic consequence of deskilling?

On reftecting the conceptual and aesthetic journey§ undertak€n by
African artists, the methodological rul€s govelning the interpretation
and reception of cont€mpolary art has shifted while Alrica Explores

wa! an exhibition of twentieth'century Afiican art. it was neverthetess
based on outnoded categories and cultulat boundary mating, seeking
to circumscribe the diversity of the contenrporary African arti$ic field'
Again, the fietd of anatysis was con§tructed with an ethnoqralhicatty
lr€detemined border that fits the alea of sub'Saharan Africa Thele
were no North oI South African artists. Thouqh a rich samlLe of contem-
porary art wa§ part of the exhihition, few or a v€ry limited number of
examples ea iel than the 1980s wcre on display- And, with the exc€p

tion of the Senegalese painler Iba Ndiaye and the Mozambican Malanga-
tana Ngwenya, an entile genelation of pioneering artists-Üche 0keke
dnd Erhabor Emokpae (Nigeriä), skunder Boshossian (Ithiopia), Ibrahim
Et Salahi (Sudan), Dumile reni (South Africa), Gazbia snrv (:gvpt), Kofi
Antubam (Ghana), vincent Ko6 (GhBna), Julinn Motau (South Afrita),
Walter Batuss, Cecil Skotnes (South Africa), to name a few-from the
1950s and'60s, and working at the height ol decolonizatron, were not

Abo, for an exhibition cov€ring the art of twentieth-century Africa,
no prominent artists-such as onabolu, Inwonwu, Mancoba, or Sekoto,
who were active before the Second World war-were lepresented. these
atists had developed styles of abstraction and figuration in painting
and exploled Iormal Ieplesentations that dealt specificalty with the Af'
rican subject as a topic of modern and cD temlorary art. These absences

r€v€aled the extent to which the categories formulated to read African
art of the twentieth century were dependent on anthropological rather

than aesthetic laradigns. Howevet there were ample examptes of what

Donald Cosentino refelred to in his cataloque essay as,4r7ohtJch." These

ar€ objects whose artrstic value lay precisely in the exaggeräted aplro'
priation of an "Afncan" aesthetic, a sort of neo_tladitionai African art,
cheap imitations of the "reat" thing: bitise is what Cosentino calb tlem,
a term which traNlates ftom the rrench a§ "fotlv or sottishness."ro
,iises, he says, are "parodies that mark the extinction of a trädition.
These works feed tike laruses, dining off a fading host."r' 0r they rein-
carnate as market-bought popular objects such as colorful serial plastic

dolls, which, when bought in pails, could be magically transfolmed as

cheap substitut€s for taryed IäeJi twin figures u§ed in the Yoruba cult of 
.

Despite its flaws, however, ,4ricd f,xplore§ and its acconpanying
catalogue are signifrcant contrilutrons to the debdte on contemporary
Afrirän art, lroviding an invaluable and rich discu§sion of its lerc€p-
tions. On reading vogel's account of Lhe intelnational dimension of the
art featured in the e ribition, it wä§ cleal that nrany of her ideas had

alr€ady been devetoped by the artist§ or by othel commentätors, such as

Beier. This leads us back to the point a! which we began, namely, how
to desiqnate and defrne contemporary African art. For u5. categories tike
traditional. extinct. urban. new functionaiist, or international art are of
ljttle use in dealirq with the conceptual frames of contemporarv Afri€an
art today.

If anything, they tend to reinforce methodoloqicat and curatoial bal_

kanization that may have mäde contemporary Afican at easy to diqest,
but hardly able to savor. In view of this fact, one stark point i§ impotant
to note: when we address the contemporary in the course of thi! book,

our main reference is determined by the €ntire epistemoloqical archit€c_

ture bequeathed by the decolonizätron movement§ between 1945 and

19s0. a period when artist5 developed new critrcal langu.ges tD deline_

ate spaces of production and lh€ori€s of perception The bäsic tiesis we

propose i5 that, rather than frame oul ässessment in ethnoqraphic and

ethnocentric terms, we attemPt to map the field bv attendinq to both
the socio-political boundaries delineated by decolonization and the geo_

politicat spac€s mapped by dia§poIic and Lransnational movements. from
there, we look at the thematic and conceptual preoccupations of the at
of the last three decades. Most importanUy. the work§ plesented hele,

and the argumentr for them, are put forward as lart of the broader foun'
dation of the architectul€ of the global Ieception of contemlorary aIt'

To recapitutate the core of our algument, we take a step back and

foMard at the same time. A5 widely used as it is today, the term "con'
temporary African art" remains rich in conceptual rigor and a pot€nt
discußive material in the pr;duction of a[t. If, in the last forty years,

the debate about contemporary African alt häs played out in two princi_
pal arenas-in the ethnographrc nuseum and in large temporarv gloup
exhibitions-then today the museum of att as an analyticäl space for
the struchrring of artütic discourse§ häs been implicated in shaping our

understandinq of its historical significance. Recentlv, this question has

galvanized the concePtualization of one the most significant and ambi
tious artistic projects of the 19gos by a contemporary African aüst:
the muttlpart lluseurn ol Contenpototy Alrican Att 11997 -2004, p.212
213) Iy Rotterdam based Beninois artist Meschac Gaba. Beginning in
1997. while in residence at the Riiksakademie van Beeldende Xunsten in
Amsterdatn, Gaba sketched out a system of departments-in honage to

Belqian artist Marcel Broodthaers' n'stallation series |'{uste de [An ]'lod'
ene, Diportment des Aigles (1968 1971)1':-of a müseum that was as

conc€ptual as it was concrete. Conceived in twelv€ parts-flom a libIary
to . museum sho! and a restaurant; from the museum's alchit€cture to
its develolment and fundraising d.päItments Ca!a! project evinced
a critique not only of the museum äs an instilution in which cultural
value is lrod[ced, but abo the museum as the symbolic realm in which

such value is rcdistributed as cultural capital. 0n the level of the
project's formal affinity to the function of a museum, he aßo signaled

an archäeology of t}le contemporary Aftican alt museum's late modem'

ist strätegy of äppropdation of cultural authority by creating the means

botl for its existence and fol its institutioflal radicaüsm. Gaba's l'uselrm
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of t:ontemparury Alrican Art not only offers a critiqre of the license of
the ethnogrÄphic mus€um, but also constructs a discursive site for the
analysis of contemporary African art.

Projects süch as 0aba's taxonomy of the museum and its various
departments and tlösc of Ceorges Ad6ägbo, another Beninois artist,
whose sprawlinq installations combine car€fully chosen aichival näte-
rial and comnissioned and store bought "neo-traditional" African art
and "populär" art (s.uhture and painting alike) in dizzying data driven
accunulations comprising objects, images, books, poste$, and accompa
nied by elaborately written notations that mimic the fieLd work of the
ethnoqrapher are irterpretive vehicl€s for uflravelinq the meaning of
contemporaly Afti€an art. Here the ability of the ethnographic museum
to wield discursive authority, and thereforc the power of inte$retation,
has b€en quite significantly dented Iy cuntoriai programs overseen

by th€ conceptual comple)dty of the artists' work. Preceding Ad6agb
and Gaba's lrojects are those of the Ivorian artist, translator linguis
and anthropoloqist lrederic Bruly Bouabra with the elic llphoöet b(
(1990-1991); Connar'ssance du llonde \1982-1994), Antique art ofna
O9a2) ard Le nusöe du visase ahicoitl l't991-92). tach of Boualr6t
lrojects restages the relationship between past and future as an arcl
of incommensurable ev€nts in which iüages, texts, signs, aphorisms,
and alphabets b.ing together the structur€ of orality and the inscrip
in radical entanqle ient. Iach of these critical projects has opened n
theoretical frames for the future thinking of contenporary African a

as a qlound of imaqes, obiects, narratives, and histories. In shot, Gi
Adäagbo, and Bouabr6 may well be the most astute theorizers of th€
condiiion of contemloraneity in African art.
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