for the next five years. Although Kassel is the nat-
ral ‘home® of Documenta, and will always be its
central focus, there is alss room for re-thinking it on
a global scale. Documenta could come fo mean
more than a wery big exhibition in a provincial
Gemman town, and on this showing based on a
random and ill-considered selecrion of work, arbi-
trarily installed and messily presented. We could
indeed conceive of Documenta more as a notion for
an exhibition that is staged in several locations
around the world — and not the usual ones either. A
meme that infects various wenues, some of which
might be galleries, some of which might be public
space, others thar might be parts of the countryside
or the wrban environment. A Documenta thao
reflectas the massive global changes which have
oocurred in sociery, economics, power and politics
since the first Documenta was staged in 1955,

Documenta 12 tock place in Kassel, Germany, from
16 June to 23 Seprember 2007,

Belatedness All Over
Again

The African Pavilion at the
52nd Venice Biennial

Anthony Downey

The presence of an African Pavilion ar the 52nd
Venice Biennial caused a flurry of excitement this
year at whar is an already over-excirable and occa-
sionally self-satisfied bi-annual event. This level of
excitement and critical response — alongside the facr
that it would appear to be an eamest step towards
eatablishing a permanent pavilion — could be pur
down to two things: firs, the globally aware expec-
rations of an ar-going audience and, second, the
demands placed upon curators 1o respond not only
o these expectations but to the immanent range of
artistic practices within Africa today.! This is to be
largely commended and the inclusion of an African
pavilion at the 5Znd Wenice Biennial, however
belated, is likewise to be applauded. MNonetheless,
there are questions that need addessing before we
all ger too carried away. To begin with, there is the

slightly mystifying assumption that contemporary
African cultural production can be somehow epre-
sented in foto as a geographical toralicy. Admiteedly,
the whole concept of the Venice Biennial is based
around the centrepiece Giardini with its eckecric and
maore-aften-than-not uneven collection of nationally
defined pavilions. Mevertheless, Africa, needless to
gy, is a continent not a nation — and this despite a
tendency to discursively portray it in culmirally and
historically homogenous terms. And whilst the
demands and pitfalls of curating cultural diversity —
ar, to puf it another way, differentiating differences
— apply to all such geccentrically orientated shows,
I would argue thar there is more at sake in an exhi-
bition thar takes the continent of Africa as ims
concepmial starting point. Long since the site of the
Wear's apparently imeconcilable {and consistently
predicative) Other, any curatorial remit thar repre-
sents Africa to a Western audience must avoid
reducing African art 1o a homogenised form of spec-
tacle. Furthermore, in an artworld that has become
w0 indelibly globalised in all areas, the naticnal, or
indeed continental, ser-up seems at best quaint and
at worst reductively prescriprive. In temms of explan-
atory purchase, and in light of the historcal
homogenization — in geographical, political, culiural
and social terms — to which Africa is traditionally
subject, it would ssem both curatorially suspect and
counter-productive to have a pavilion dedicared to
one confinent.

Ta add ro this already compromised premise, and
a source of much bemusement to many, is the fact
that the first African pavilion is drawn from one
individual’s collection, namely the Sindika Dokolo
African Collection of Contemporary Art based in
Luanda, Angola. The onginal “Check List” - the basis
af the African pavilion —was curated by Simon Mjami
and the Angola-based arist Femando Alvim and was
thereafrer submitted and selecred by an infernational
jury consisting of Meserem Assegued, Ekow Eshun,
Lyl Ashron Harrs, Eellic Jones and Bisi Silva, the
jury in tum being chaired by the Biennial’s direcror
Robert Storr. To draw on one collsction, however
good or extensive it might be, is a singulardy problem-
atic venture, hampering as it does — in an a prori
fashion —any overview of African art derived from or
developed ourside the collecrion itself. Add to this the
fact that the collection, a private concem to date, is
further “authonsed® by its inclusion — and therefore
parial no doubt to an accrual in economic value —
and we enrer into an ethical minefield thar seems, to
my mind ar least, unavoidable in the conrext. We
could nonetheless  ameliorate these misgivings
through reference to the inevitable expediencies that
surround the Biennial. Selecting an already curated
collection, bearing in mind the costs of transport and
the exigencies of nime, could be seen to be a good

40



7RI

idea, nowhere more so than when viewed in the
highly presunsed and gargantuan context of the
Wenice Biennial. In this instance, a collection was
berrer than nothing ar all. And ar this point, after rais-
ing such caveats, | could finally move on to discuss
the merits or pitfalls of such a collection, if it were not
for the fact that the collection itself and its owner —
specifically the source of the latter®s wealth — have
both been the object of inquiry and allegation o
date.2 Whilst it is not necessarily the place to rehearse
these allegarions, it suffices to note that such allega-
tions have been raised in the context of critical
responses to the show.? And this, to pur it mildly, is
dowrnright disheartening. Given the Wests conde-
scending and ultimately se lf-serving view of an innate
and historically prevalent form of African corruption
{that old racist slander), the very fact that the first
African Pavilion should be tainted with such allega-
ticns, substantiated or not, further feeds such percep-
ticns; and ir is frankly beyond me how such a svare of
affairs could have arisen ar such a critical moment.

We could again (somewhar kindly in my opin-
ion) resodt to noting the pressure of putting on sach
a show, bur it is a partently unsatisfactory state of
affaira to contend with - crivically or otherwise.
I can only speculate on this — admirtedly a critically
suspect practice — but despite the facr thar volume
two of the Biennials caralogue foregrounded “Check
List — Luanda Pop® and Simon Mjami's esay, there
are no images of the collection included therein. We
have to awair entrance to the actual Favilion before
we are handed further information on the show.
Even the short guide seems oblivious to what works
were actually going to be in the show, its raro pages
Eiven over to a confused and surprizingly de-contex-
tualised rext and a few “pop’ inspired portrais of
individuals as diverse as Frantz Fanon, Bob Marley,
Steve Biko, Makolm X and Mahatma Gandhi. At
this point, I want to suggest thar the belated appear-
ance of Africa ar the Biennial is mirrored in what
wolld appear to be a series of somewhar belated
decizions vis-d-vis the inclusion and content of the
actual pavilion imelf. This may appear crtically
harsh; nevertheless, from the very cutset we ssem to
be on familiar and all o recognisably problemaric
ground — and we have yer to address that which we
originally set out to do: what is the purpose of this
pavilion {beyond, that is, il function as a mecogni-
ticn of the globalised concerns of both curarors and
audience); and whar, moreover, is the curatorial
rationale underwriting it}

Implicic in the lamwer question is a further one:
does this show reflect contemporary African ar —or,
more pertinently, can a show that takes its cue from
one collection ever hope to do so! Apar from an
emay from Sindika Dokolo who curiously - and all
the more 80 if we bear in mind the jury®s choice of

hia collection — points our thar the collection is “an
African collection of contemporary art rather than a
collection of conternporary African art’, the only
other essay that attemnpis o contextualise the cura-
rorial imperatives underarriting this show is one by
Simon Mjami. It is problemaric, and again critically
suspect on my behalf, to rake an accompanying
casay as the basia for a critique of a show, but when
it is the only textual evidence of the reasoning
behind such a show then i is not uneasonable o
expect some sort of rationale fo be contained
therein. Such a starement could be further suppormed
by the facr that the first thing we see upon entering
the exhibition space is not an arcwork bur Mijami's
essay writ large upon the wall. Having read this
easay there and a number of times thereafrer, 1 am
atill none the wiser as to why MNjami chose these
works; nor what restrictions, it any, where placed
upon him when he was doing so; nor what point he
and Alvim intended to make here. As | noted earlier,
the inherent prescriprivencss encountered when you
are limired to curating a collection results in nothing
more than a curatonal gambit that shows off what is
in the collection. As to how the works relared 1o one
anocther in the space itself, there was wery little
arempt to develop an argument or produce any crit-
ical purchase - through juxraposition or otherwise —
on the works contained therein. On one or rwo
oocasions, there were indesd themes to be had, as
when we see Mounir Fammi's Saee Mambattan 03,
{2006/2007) — a collecrion of speakers with a light
shining on them so as the shadow thar they cast
appears to be a representation of a  pre-2711
Manhatran — in the context of Paul Id Miller's {aka
D] Spooky) MNew York iz mow (2008), the latter
some found footage of MNew York in what appears 1o
be the 1%20s. Splicing through our view of these
works was Kiluanji Kia Henda’s Ngoks Bar (2000,
a triptych of photographs with the words “pop® and
“Luanda’ appearing on the tao cuter images. Flaced
as it was berween Famni and Miller’s work, it
seemed to adverr to that other ‘modemity® the
{postimodernity of a fragmented, incomplete and
{posticolonised Africa. However, even this obvious
visual affiliation could be circumstantial, and in
other parts the curation was just plain crass as when
we are presented with a 3 x 4 cm portraic by Chris
Ofili sandwiched beraeen two 285 x 285 cm paint-
ings by the Spanish artist Miquel Barcels.

As to why Barceld, and elsewhere Andy Warhol
and Jean-Michel Basquiar, were included {or, for
that matter, the Chilean-born Alfrede Jaar and
Haitian-bom Maric Benjamin), 1 can only speculate.
Ar worst, as in the case of Warhol’s 1978 portrait of
Muhammad Ali, the reference could be that the
American bower was of African descent, as was
Basquiat. Is this a reflection of Dokolo’s statement
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Mgols Bar, 2004, i
al i ium, 200 = 140cm. Courtsy Sindi
Collection of Contemporary Arc

C-print on
Diokolo African

thar the collection is one of contermporary art and not
contemporary African art per se, and if so why was it
chosen as representative — if, indeed, it ever could be
- of conternporary African art? As for Barceld, 1 am
simply not s» sure why he was included and the
accompanying essay does litle o reassume me,
consisting as it does of a series of time-worn critical
tropes and some  ilkthought-through  theorerical
throat-clearing about blackness as metaphor. Again,
at besr, this text iz confused; ar worst, it is downright
problematic if not heurisically dangerous. A few
examples will suffice. In a half-hearted effort to give
us 80INE Feasoning, of even direct us towards a star-
ing point for this show, Mjami suggests that the
“word “black™ nesds to be given a metaphorical
value, considering it the password of those who
Fanon, once again, had defined as “the damned of
the earth™.# [ had to read this sencence a couple of
rimes before its gravity dawned on me: if “black® is
given a metaphorical value —wherein which a word,
phrase or figure of speech designating one thing is
used to designate another —are we not merely repeat-
ing, albeit with a different stated purpose in mind,
the discursive trope (alongside the attendant use of

783

metonymy and synecdoche) that  colomialism
emploved to signify all sorts of inadequacies® Of
course, this could be seen as an empowerment of the
term itself and an inversion of its metaphorical reso-
nance and weight within colonial discourse; but are
we not merely reinstating a reciprocal form of the
Hegelian masterslave dialectic that postcolonial
theory has long since tried to avoid and think
beyond?® And if blackness can be metaphorical, whar
about whiteness? “Our aim’, Mjami continues, “is not
to go into a paychoanalysis of the ex-malers, bur to
explore the mechanisms that, after polirical emanci-
paticon, will determine the intellectial emancipation
of the “black™ continent® *We ar on all too familiar
territory here, an arena where cultural production
can only ever be seen through the prism of the polit-
ical; a conrext within which African armists are wude
to answer or address African history and be political
in a way that would not necessarily preface discus-
giona of so-called “Western® arists. Elsewhere, and
writing with the need to arouse artistic and andience
awareness in mind, Mjami argues that:

This leads to the importance of finding a language
suited 1o the expression of a world of sensations in
harmony with a history that emerges in an original
project. Mot in an exhaustive demonstration of the
mastery of new tools, but in appopriating o
muessape and am sesthetics that will be its vebicle”

To his credit, Mjami does recognise the importance
of the aesthetic (the actual effect of a work of ar),
bt it is the “message” (the political) thar must inevi-
tably be carried over by the aesthetic (the “vehi-
cle”).EIr is genuinely wearying to have to point this
out, but the tendency in any curatonial rationale
towards an identitarian mibric based on political and
intellectual “emancipation’ has the concomitant
effect of over-determining cultural  production,
nowhere more &0 than when ar is reduced 1o a poli-
tics of identity and history thar furcher subjeces it to
the demands of culniral theory and identitarian poli-
tice. You may live and work in MNew York or
London, but you will never — according to this logic
— escape the historical past and the recursive logic of
your birthplace. Secure in the default, priorivised
Westemn identity —which is, in tum, fimnly grounded
in the othering of, iwter alia, Afnica — it would
appear that whilst the West can afford the luxury of
confingent identities, African artises are compelled to
wear, if not the fixity, then the fixture of cheir
naticnal, polirical, social and artistic identities on
their sleeves. Bur does this have o be the case, and
do we need to shift emphasis here? [ would suggest
that rather than reading African art through the
prism of the political, we (and by “we® [ mean art
crivics, curators and audiences alike) nesd to appeal
to an expanded sense of the acsthetic in these works,
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Yonamine, The Fest of the Fest, 2007, imstallation and video, Courtesy Sindika Dokolo African Collection of
Cont=mp orary ATt

one that is ulrimately responsive — but neither reduc-
ible nor answerable — to sociopolitical, historical and
cultural concems.

50, finally, what of the acrual work on display
here — and before it is observed thar T have left that
which is most important to the last, 1 wanrt © note
that thiz was intenrional and mirrors all the issues
above and the need to address them in advanoe. The
work, that is to say, has become subject to the very
things —be it political expediency or the economics of
curation — that it should of necessity transcend.
Suffice to say, thers are inevitably many strong works
here — and it would be frankly even more disturbing
if there were not. Specificalty, 1 am minded to
menticn Mastio Mosquito™ Mulber Fdsforo (2006,
a poignant portrayal of what appears to be a trans-
vesrite sex-worker in a moment of disconsolate infro-
spection; Ruth Sacks™ Dot Pewic (2005), a
hurnorous and yer disturbingly Orwellian video of an
acroplane skywriting “Don’t Panic® in the sky above
a by-now possibly panicking city: and Yonamine’s
The best of the best (2007), an installation with a
video that explored the varety of cinematic influ-
ences through the small-scake billings announcing
films from Evrope, America and Afnica alike. Loulou
Cherinet’s White Wosmen (2002) and Zoulikha
Bouabdellah®s Danesores (2003 ) both offered pertinent
commmentaries on  cultural ambiguities and the
aesthetics of filmmaking and editing. 1would also
note Tinka Shonibares How to Blow wp reo beads
ar once (2006), an installation that comprised two
headless, Durch-wax fabric clad “gentlemen” demon-
srrafing a visual rautology wherein two individuals

engage inmutually assured self-destniction by shoot-
ing one another simulranecusly — which is und oube-
edly far worse than shooting oneself in the foot(?).
And it is perhaps with this latter sense of accident-
prone behaviour and ill-considersd strategies that we
leave the African pavilion, an idea that was problem-
aric o begin with and thereafter utterly compromised
in all the belatedness of irs inceprion, rhetoric and
curatonial realisation. Perhaps this is what is most
‘pogitive” abour “Check List — Luanda Pop’: the fact
that it was supposed o exist, albeir in 2 compromised
form, as a signifier of belatedness — and therefore a
visual counterweight to past absences — is mflected in
its wery composition and curatcrial pitfalls. And this,
put bluntly, is simply not good encugh when we
consider what is ar stake in the broader context of
African art, its curation, and ultimarely irs rcccptiu:-n."

NOTES

1 Alchough beralded a3 something of 2 first for the Venice
Biennial African am has been a focal peine foc previousks
curated shows char existed under ies aegis. In 2001, O Oguibe
and Salah Hassan curared *AvchencicEx- Centric: Africa in and
our of Africa’. In 2003, the Risnnale's chen dirsctor Framcesco
Borami selected Gilane Tawadros whi then curacsd ‘Fault
Lines: Contem porary African Am and Shifiing Landscapes’. For
a review of the lacter, see .n.uﬂl.nu.; Diommier, “Conternporary
African A: Shifting Larccapes’, Third Tizer, oo 66, 2004,
pp Fl-5.

1  For i full accoune of chese allegarions, and links to farcher
sources, see Ben Davis, *Arc and Cornprion in Venice',
available at: hp:iwarw amner comimaganinsusmsey’
arcnecnewslarmemewss-1 307 asp, firse published 23 February
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2007, Davis reports char ane artist, Barchelemy Topue,
apparench dropped out of 'Check List' as a renalt of the
controversy. 1 would aleo dirsct readers to Sind dea Dakalo's
respanss, again on Artmer. See heipewewew armec.com!

TinenEws Anenewsarmemewss - 1507 asp, fiest
published 13 May 2007, Original article now removed,
Dokala's responss included ar first address.

3 We could abeo moce char the Sindika Dokabo collection is not
exactly alone when it comes to the coster of Western collections
that bave long been che source of allsgarion and inguiry.
However, nuch a defernce szems at bear pyrrhic and at worst
disingermuous.

4 Siman Njami, ‘Chedk List - Luanda Pop', in Think sih the
Zancies — Fael with the Mund: et tn the Prasaut Tonse,
Fondazione La Biennale di Venezia, 2007, p 1

5 In the anline versian of this essay, MNjami opts for *black’ cacher
than ‘blackness’: *Let us start by poinring cur that che tzcm
pilack does not refer o any pamicular colour. As Fanon would
say later, it is all about expressing humanicy. Just as in 1930s
England the word piscé groupsd info a single problematic all
theae who were noe of British origin including Gresks and
Cypriots ar one point, black should be read as 2 metaphor, Like
th= rallying cry of those whom Fanon lagain) called the
agmpned of the aareh.” See beip Nwoerw univeses-in-universs e
can'venezialeng' 2007 tou naficadpress- UL, pdf

Njami, op cic, p 2
7 Ibid p X, emphasis added.

4 Eober Scorr’s exhibiticn citle, “Think: wich the Serses - Fesl
wih the Mind: Ar in the Present Teme' goes some wa to
addresing this dichoomisation and che rzlegarion of the
peschetic to a one-sided Wemern-inclined art history, @
reducrive palitics of idenrity, and che equally prescriptive
exigendes of abbrevisted foems of culiral theary.

9 Thave explored these issues in depch elsewhere. See, for
example, Anchany Dowmey, "'Curating Africa: Africa Femine
ard the Carsgorical Dilemma', Wargfnt oo de, 2005, pp 47—
55; and *Critical Imperarives: Notes on Canternporary Art
Cririciam and African Culrural Producrion’, Wasafin, oo 47,
2006, pp 35-48.

o

Africa at the 52nd
Venice Biennale

Exeunt Aesthetics and
Critical Discourse

Christine Evene
The first official “African’ Pavilion of the 52nd Venice

Biennale has spilled 8o much ink in the months lead-
ing to its opening thar, it would seem, there is much

mare to write abour the strings operating the 112-
year-old instindtion than about the work exhibited.
Between the intellectual wars waged by pro- and anti-
Venice factions, the allegarions made against the
African collection and the manifesto-onentated
exhibition, that which oould have represented
enlightened moments of peflection on current arm
practice in Africa and the diaspora instead wandered
berween spheres foreign to the visual idiom. Creative
processes, confextualisation and exhibitnon display
suffered from the haste to create what will be remem-
bered as The first “African™ Pavilion® in Wenice.

Frior to the opening week, three texts by curators
Femando Alvim, Simon Mjami and private collector
Sindika Dokolo were circulated by the Pavilion press
office, in an attempt o foreground the concepr
behind “Check List - Luanda Pop’.! Two of them
made vague statements about the exhibition being
conceived as “a manifesto for expression far from
established trends or conventions” and as being “a
space for thoughr, confrontation, and proposal”. The
vagtieness lies in the facr thar the essays “Check Lis:
A reflection on fifteen years of African contemporary
art around the world’, co-signed by Alvim and
Mijami, and “The shock of being seen’ authored by
the larter, do not ariculate fully that which they
claim to posit. In their joint text, the curators found
it necessary oo revisic the emergence of contemporary
African arm, the first stages of which, according to
them, seem o have been forgotten by all. They
quoted @ number of their projects, among them
Raovsie Moire, described as the am magazine thar
‘mstantly changed the way the world perceived
African creation’{emphasia  added); and “Africa
Remix’, considered the peak point in the history of
African art exhibitions; whik Salah Hassan and
Olkwui Enwezor's experiences in Venice are reduced
to mere conributions “to sustaining the debate’.
What this sclective account of late taentieth-century
African art history shows is a distinction — drawn
incidentally along a colonial heritage — between the
rao facrions considered custodians of ultimate
knowledge in matter of contemporary African arm?
It also reflects two different curatorial approaches.
Whereas US-based curators have, in my view, always
striven to provide an intellectually challenging arc
hizrorical framework to their shows, “Checke Lise
fails to engage with whar it describes as a “crucial
moment in the history of arc’.

Historically, arr  manifestoes  hawve  always
entailed a mipture in the form of revolutionary
acsrhetics or concepts; but whar the exhibirion aimed
to achieve remains to be demonstrated. The unsub-
stantiated discourse, as far as am interpretation is
concemed, iz hidden behind an “arc speaks for itself
strategy. For Mjami, this is a matter of appealing “to
the sense and senses’... *[t]o bodies and minds®? By
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