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Foreword – Interview:
Maro Itoje


Born in 1994 in London, UK, Oghenemaro ‘Maro’ Miles Itoje is an English professional rugby union player who is championing African art and highlighting the need for a balanced curriculum that teaches students about Black history. In 2021 he co-curated the exhibition A History Untold, celebrating the contributions of Black artists and thinkers throughout history.


Osei Bonsu: Growing up between British and African cultures, as we both did, you became distinctly aware of the importance of being rooted in your identity and how it ultimately shapes the person you become. You grew up in a Nigerian household, where I’m sure you were exposed to West Africa’s rich visual culture, but what was that first encounter with art?


Maro Itoje: For me, it really came alive around about 2015, when I was moving into my first apartment and I wanted to design it with some African art. I was looking around to see where I could go in London, and I couldn’t really find anywhere, and the very few places I did find at that time were way out of my budget. I brought this dilemma to my mom, who told me, don’t worry, when we go back to Nigeria, we’ll go to the art market there and then you’ll be able to get what you need.


When the time came, I went back to Nigeria and I was taken aback by all the different forms, styles, the colour, the dynamism, the texture, the vibrancy of all the art pieces. This might be born of being a child of the British-Nigerian, or Nigerian-British diaspora, but I felt a connection to the art pieces that I didn’t feel with European pieces I’d seen more commonly growing up. I felt as if I had a connection to it with my soul and that it better reflected me as an individual. Ever since then, my passion for African art has grown and grown.


OB: Your career in rugby meant you ended up attending different schools and engaging with people from different cultural and social backgrounds. The history of how Black people came to be part of British society, from the transatlantic slave trade to modern migration, is rarely taught in schools here in England. You’re passionate about increasing the awareness of Black history in education – when did this become a priority for you as a public figure?


MI: I was probably conscious of it during sixth form, but it became more obvious to me when I moved to university. I had an English lecturer and tutor who was an expert in African studies and African politics. I was listening to him talk about Nigeria and I found it a little bit weird that this English guy knows way more about Nigeria than me. Obviously I’m not going to know more about Nigeria than everyone, but I found it a little bit uncomfortable in that I don’t actually know much about the history of the place that I’m from.


It took conscious learning for me to pick up on some of those issues. While I can’t complain about my education in a lot of respects, it does paint a single narrative with regard to Black history or African history; it paints a picture which doesn’t encapsulate the whole story.


OB: I’m sure there was a pantheon of sports stars you admired and followed in your youth, but, growing up, were there any particular cultural or artistic figures that you followed?


MI: Especially when I started looking into history a bit more, one of the figures that to this day I incredibly admire is Kwame Nkrumah, the first president of Ghana.


OB: As a Nigerian, it must be hard to say that one of your biggest heroes is a Ghanaian [laughs].


MI: [laughs] No, no, I think he was brilliant. I thought the way he fought for Ghanaian independence, his values, his morals, the way he stood for a united Africa, the self-empowerment, I think he’s a phenomenal man. Even the people I look up to in sports, the ones I truly admire, they always stand for something which is greater than the sport that they compete in.


One of the best examples of that is Muhammad Ali. Not only was he arguably the best boxer to have ever lived, but he also was a champion of equality, of Black rights; he was pivotal to the civil rights movement and Black empowerment and being an example of Black excellence.


OB: One of the enduring legacies of Ghana’s first president Kwame Nkrumah today is still this idea of pan-Africanism, as an ideology that embraces unity across the continent and African peoples around the world. In many ways, this book seeks to represent a broad image of African art today, one which embraces multiple African identities, histories and cultures. As a collector, I wondered if you were starting to see certain connections between artists you admire. How would you define your interest when it comes to art?


MI: Good question. Initially when I first started collecting art, it was purely from an aesthetic point of view. As the first couple of years went by, I realised that there was a trend in the art that I was buying: all these pieces were of strong African women. For me, there is something in particular with African art, especially Nigerian art, with the way they depict women. They depict them as proud, striking, vibrant figures and I think subconsciously that was something that really connected with me.


After a while, I was like, my house can’t be full of all women [laughs], I need to balance it out a little bit. I started to get into more abstract work, plus some more pencil drawings. From my experience of African art, there is a real 3D dimension to it: there are objects that flow off the canvas, or you can feel the roughness and the edge to the pieces in comparison to what I’ve seen in other forms of art.


OB: Since you presented the exhibition A History Untold at the Signature Art Gallery in London’s Mayfair in 2021, I’m sure you’ve been asked about your impressions of the art world. What excites you about the African art scene today?


MI: I feel as if African art is the category of art that has the most room to grow. Until the last couple of years, I don’t think African art has been fully appreciated on a global scale. We’re now seeing more and more, both in popular culture and also in art institutions, art auction houses, art galleries, that the value in African art is being seen. Galleries are beginning to represent more African artists, have more of their pieces and sell more of their pieces. Ultimately that’s a good thing for the artists, a good thing for Africa and a good thing for the whole art scene.


OB: As you’ve pointed out, there is a growing momentum around African art, but I still feel to a large extent that young people aren’t always aware of the kind of potential that arts and culture offers. What would your advice be to young people who maybe don’t see the value in art, but want to learn more about it?


MI: My advice would be to do their best to try and experience it, to persevere, because art can be amazingly subjective. I can look at a painting and have an opinion, and you can look at that same painting and it can give you a completely different feeling. It can give you a completely different thought process, and neither one of us is right or wrong.


I’m by no means an artist myself, but I feel as if the art that I own is a further expression of myself and my personality. The advice I would give young people is to be curious, try different things out, maybe try painting themselves, or go and see different galleries to discover a variety of art pieces. It might end up being only a certain type or style of art that appeals to you, but once you’re able to connect with it, it’s amazing.





Introduction


‘In the beginning there was a river. The river became a road and the road branched out into the whole world.’


    – Ben Okri, The Famished Road, 1991


Contemporary African art is undergoing a period of cultural and artistic renaissance. No longer confined to the margins of institutional and commercial visibility, African art finds itself at the centre of a global narrative of permanent change. It is a phenomenon reflected as much in public museums and art publications as it is by pop culture and mainstream media outlets, testifying to the so-called ‘rise of contemporary African art.’1 With contemporary African artists attracting growing audiences to exhibitions, setting sky-high auction records and collaborating with international brands, it is impossible to overlook the cultural significance of African art today. In recent years, the expansion of digital technology and social media around the world has reshaped how we experience art beyond geographical borders and physical boundaries.


Despite the lack of local infrastructures, many African artists have used technology to share their work directly with audiences, brokering new relationships with local and international networks. Over time, international museums have gradually broadened the representation of artists from Africa and its diaspora, creating space for new narratives that better reflect the diverse audiences they serve. Around the world, dedicated galleries, art fairs and auction houses have created a thriving ecosystem to support the growing market for contemporary African art. At the centre of this narrative are the artists who are building their own visual worlds that give rise to new cultural, social and artistic imaginaries. It is against this backdrop of transformation that we enter the flourishing landscape of African art now.


The phenomenon of contemporary African art can be traced back to the 1980s, when shifting geopolitical orders expanded cultural and economic circuits once closed to many African and other non-Western countries. This development prompted the globalization of art through biannual art festivals and art fairs, as well as the unprecedented surge in collecting contemporary art on an international scale.2 Despite the influx of interest in African art during this period, most of the key exhibitions and cultural events took place outside of the continent. Due to prevailing power imbalances and socioeconomic realities, many African artists found themselves relocating to European cities to sustain professional careers. By the early 2000s, clusters of local art scenes across Africa steadily began to emerge in cities as diverse as Cape Town and Cairo, Accra and Addis Ababa.
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Sabelo Mlangeni: A Roof Top Photoshoot with the Dancers Tonnex, Ruby Nonso and Oshodi, 2019





Since the rise of postcolonial theory in the 1980s, artists have questioned the limiting boundaries associated with the so-called ‘authenticity’ of African art and racialized stereotypes of the ‘dark continent’. This book embraces a more complex idea of Africa as an expansive territory, shaped by diverse cultural and political forces that complicate outdated definitions of identity. Thinking beyond the limitations of citizenship and nationhood, contemporary African art today speaks to the power of self-identification in the shaping of global and cosmopolitan identities. The book includes artists who are based on the African continent and those whose individual experiences of migration, exile and diaspora have shaped their relationship to Africa.




[image: illustration]


Portia Zvavahera, Embraced and Protected in You, 2016





Rather than a standard historical survey, African Art Now highlights artists who established their careers in the decade between 2010 and 2020, a period of widespread momentum. The past decade alone has seen a broad range of exhibitions of contemporary African art, framing broad themes.3 In parallel with the rise of institutional visibility, the emergence of dedicated African art fairs in Europe and America has nurtured a growing international market for African art.4 Despite the significant growth in commercial activity, there remain few exhibitions of African art on the continent due to the lack of government support for public institutions. The absence of state support has encouraged the creation of artist-led spaces and community-driven projects, while the rise of wealth in some of Africa’s fast-growing economies has fostered the creation of dedicated art foundations.5 This book includes an index of the various spaces shaping Africa’s artistic ecosystem – see here. The expansion of visibility around contemporary African art has also drawn attention to the lack of critical writing on key artists, and the social, political and historical themes surrounding their works. While the book unfolds over fifty profiles, it returns to several key ideas that aim to contextualize the dynamics of contemporary African art:


Shifting Identities. As we have encountered, African artists share a unique ability to traverse cultural and national borders. The notion of cosmopolitanism is used to describe identities that can’t be framed by ethnicity, religion or nationality. Consider the ways in which contemporary African artists move between multiple geographical spaces and time zones. The current geopolitical composition of Africa was formed in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries according to ruling colonial powers. Rather than a unified political or social entity, the continent is a diverse tapestry of competing cultures divided by national frontiers and political boundaries. The complexity of African identity can also be understood through that which the historian Ali Marzrui has characterized as ‘the triple heritage’ of Islam, Christianity, and African Indigeneity.


Reclaiming History. For more than a century, Western ethnographic museums have held the authority over traditional African artworks and their cultural and historical meanings. Rooted in Africa’s pre-colonial past, these objects played a foundational role in the development of Modernism in the early twentieth century. In recent years, however, African artists have used Africa’s cultural traditions to reclaim the continent’s historical narratives. In 2018, the debate around cultural restitution drew widespread attention when the French president Emmanuel Macron announced the country’s planned return of African artefacts looted or stolen during colonial expeditions of the nineteenth century. The symbolic return of these objects – along with the spiritual and historical powers they hold – speaks to the role art plays in shaping a collective memory or identity.


Postcolonial Dystopias. In the years that followed South Africa’s brutal apartheid regime in the 1990s, the idea of the rainbow nation, once a unifying message of hope, began to lose its promise. With many invisible structures of apartheid and inequality still in place, artists began to explore more complex representations of nationhood, which questioned political authority and the role of civil society. The idea of dystopia stands in contrast with popular notions of utopia that were associated with Africa’s postcolonial independence. If the period of decolonization was characterized by a desire for cohesion and unity, the following decades have been shaped by ideological conflicts and shifts in geopolitical alignment. Confronting a new sense of realism, artists turn to fantastical visions to reveal the dark realities of postcolonialism and its discontents.


The Family Portrait. During the early years of African political independence in the 1960s and ’70s, studio photography became a vital form of self-expression for a young generation of African photographers. Donning their best attire, families, lovers and friends would pose for photographs while embodying a bold and empowered vision of Africa’s future. The convention of studio portraiture in Africa can be traced back to the late nineteenth century when photography began to flourish among traders and merchants in the West African coastal towns. Contemporary artists reimagine the family portrait as a space of collective identity and kinship. Whether these families are near or distant, biological or chosen, real or imagined, the representation of familial relationships speaks to the experiences of migration, diaspora and longing that shape the dynamics of modern African life.


Future Ecologies. As one of the world’s youngest and fastest-growing populations, Africa’s future has long been suspended between the traumatic legacies of the colonial past and the glittering promise of the future. For many African artists working today, the threat of economic collapse, military and civilian dictatorships, and fragile democratic systems are woven into realities of everyday life.6 At the same time, Africa’s natural resources position it as one of the future powers of the global economy.7 Today, artists have taken to reusing found or waste material as a way of questioning the dynamics of globalization and climate emergency that shape Africa’s ecosystems. Beyond mere material, art has the capacity to illuminate the ecological impact of humankind on our environment, giving shape to alternative visions of the future.


No longer defined by Africa’s relationship to the past, African artists are building their own visual worlds shaped by a new sense of history, memory and identity. Reflecting on this landscape, African Art Now explores ways in which artists use diverse forms, languages, and materials to articulate what it means to be part of the world. They do this in ways which are both plural and singular, personal and political, local and universal; in ways that are entirely their own.
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Joy Labinjo, Come Play with Us, 2019
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Moffat Takadiwa, Washen Again, 2019, installation view, Musée d’Art Contemporain Africain Al Maaden (MACAAL), Marrakech








___________________


1 See ‘Demand is high for contemporary African art’ (Financial Times 2017) and African artists are banking on a record-breaking contemporary and modern art market (CNN, 2021).


2 For discussion on the rise of contemporary African art since 1980, see Okwui Enwezor, Chika Okeke-Agulu (eds) Contemporary African Art Since 1980 (Bologna: Damiani, 2009).


3 Key exhibitions of contemporary African art have included We Face Forward: Art from West Africa Today, (Manchester Art Gallery, UK, 2012), Pangaea I and II: New Art from Africa and Latin America (Saatchi Gallery, London, UK, 2014–15), The Divine Comedy: Heaven, Purgatory, and Hell Revisited by Contemporary African Artists (Smithsonian National Museum of African Art, Washington DC, 2015) to name just a few.


4 African art fairs include Also Known As Africa (2016–) and 1:54, a contemporary African art fair founded in 2013 in London, with satellite fairs in New York, Marrakesh and Paris. On the continent, established fairs, such as Johannesburg Art Fair (2008–), have been joined by newer outlets including Cape Town Art Fair (2013–) and Art X Lagos (2016–).


5 See Koyo Kouoh (Ed.), Condition Report: Symposium on Building Art Institutions in Africa (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2012).


6 See Dambisa Moyo, Dead Aid: Why Aid Is Not Working and How There Is a Better Way for Africa (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2009).


7 For more discussion of Africa’s economic futures see Felwine Saar, Afrotopia, translated by Drew S. Burk (Minneapolis: Univerity of Minnesota Press: 2019).





Igshaan Adams


Born in 1982, Cape Town, South Africa; lives and works in Cape Town.


For Igshaan Adams, the forces of artistic making and of spiritual practice are inseparable; they come together to form the basis of a lifelong journey of self-discovery. Drawing on personal and collective memory, Adams’s delicately crafted installations encompass textile, sculpture and performance charged with emotional and spiritual significance, speaking to the experiences of social, racial and religious boundaries that separate marginalized communities and cultures in South Africa.


During the apartheid regime in South Africa (1948–94), Pass Laws were enforced as a means of classifying and limiting the movements of people of colour. Several of Adams’s works revisit his upbringing in Bonteheuwel, a township of Cape Town racially designated ‘coloured’. In the monumental installation When Dust Settles (2018), Islamic prayer mats and beaded tapestries are interspersed with ghostly masses made of entangled wire and white cotton thread that hover above brightly coloured, traditionally patterned linoleum floors. Raised mainly by Christian grandparents while retaining his Islamic faith, the phantasmagorical forms act as witnesses to a childhood spent negotiating multiple identities. Meanwhile the holes and tears in the battered floor suggest family dramas unfolding – traces of the pain and strife, as well as the care and love, of the artist’s upbringing.


As a student at Ruth Prowse School of Art in Cape Town, Adams drew on his childhood experiences of sewing with his grandmother, who had taught him how to repair and reuse old clothes. He started to examine his own background and cultural heritage through his exploration of traditional techniques and experimental forms, resulting in delicately woven tapestries crafted from threads of cotton, wire, plastic and glass beads – although these intricate surfaces are often fashioned from mass-produced found materials accumulated in and around the artist’s studio. Adams often collaborates with local craftswomen, whose skills have been passed down through the generations, engaging with diverse materials and techniques to translate common materials into artworks of inventive originality, layered with the stories of multiple voices.


In works inspired by Islamic prayer mats, such as Oor die Drimpel (2020), the artist uses the graphic geometry of Islamic patterns, while deliberately obscuring the surface to reveal an abstract landscape. The title, which translates as ‘Over the Threshold’ in Afrikaans, suggests a transitioning state, an attempt to overcome the limits of religious identity, perhaps.
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Oor die Drimpel, 2020





‘Ultimately, the work is about the environment I grew up in; no one expected me to be anything, so I had no sense of my value. It was up to me to make value out of my life and that’s what I try to do with my work. I like the idea of taking something valueless and making people look at it differently.’


Interview with the author, April 2021


The idea of transitioning permeates Adams’s practice; the partial transparency of Adams’s beaded works, for example, offers a means to mediate between inside and outside, beckoning the viewer to see through and even beyond the surface.


Having worked as a gardener before taking up art as a full-time career, Adams’s work could easily be seen as sharing a relationship with living organisms. In his ongoing series of Clouds, wool-like wire mesh is combined with beads and suspended over the ground. Situated in this three-dimensional space, the physical yet ephemeral objects tap into the tensions of the natural world, existing somewhere between the processes of creation and decay.


Continuously adapting the material possibilities of his work, Adams’s art is inseparable from his identity, a constant mediation between the self and the social and religious worlds to which he belongs. Through his reconciliation with the past, Adams’s powerfully confessional practice seeks to create environments in which to heal personal and collective trauma. The stories woven into his works speak not of a singular perspective, but of a complex set of relations tied together by the search for identity, a constant negotiation with the world we inhabit.
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