Curating Africa

‘AFRICA REMIX’

AND THE CATEGORICAL DILEMMA

I

T curate a contemparary art show
that purports to represent the artistic
output of a continent at a particular
mameant in time is to entara ealmwhera the ambition to
categorise is often confounded by heterogeneous and multiple
modes of contemporry cultural production. wWhilst the
exigencies and pitfalls of cuating cultural diversity apply toall
such geccentrically arientated shows, there is more at stake, |
wiould argue, in an exhikition that takes the continent of Africa as
its conceptu al starting point: long since the site ofthe wast™s
appamrently imeconcilable (and consistently pradicative) Other,
any curatorial remit that re-presents africa to awestem

audience must avaid reducing African cultural production to a
homogenisad form of spectacle, or, forthat matter, presenting
animage of African artists (or Africa) as an inexhaustibly
exoticisable other. The reasons farsuch vigilance ame largely saif-
evident and do not necessarily need to ke ehearsed in thesa
pages; notwithstanding this. however, it is important to recall
that the calonial panetration of the west into the so-called Near
East and atherterritaries— as Edward Said argued throu ghout
arientalism (1978)—went hand in hand with the production of
systems of knowledges (b= they literary, historical, philalogical,
psychological, anthropological, ar philosophical) that secured the
‘West™s ‘imaginative command* over the colopised. The tepacity of
aview of the other asvoiceless spectacle and entertaining
exoticism — the cormoborative abject of enquiry rather than the
subject of communnication —was the manifest consequence of the
West's imaginative command over its (in this instance, African)
others. In light of these histaricalincursions (nat ta mentian their
consequences), any show about African cultural production -
effectively the m-presentation of cultural epresentations - nesds
to b2 both curtonially conscious ofits “imaginative command®
overcultturaloutput and, perhaps mare importantly, mindful of
the saciopalitical impli cations imaoked. How we present/intemprat
African art, in sum, is an ethicalundertaking riven by the politics
of curation and the demand thatwe rethink how we engage with
ostensible difference and the tharmy issue of othemess.

These curatorial dilemmas, needless to say, have a broader
histarical esonance: the perfunctory homogenisation of Africa -
a form of categaorical redu ctiveness —was both a diagnostic
stratagem and discursive a prior to its material colonisation.
Africa, the proverbial ‘dark continent’, and itsinteriorwas
in need of ‘discovery” precisely because itwas seen as an
undifferentiated, homogenised mass. Inits homogeneity,
mareover, itwas both categori cally containable within, and
ultimately answermble to, Westem interests; one single continent
with thesame disposition and same *prablems could be also
presanted with the same blunt solutions to thoss problems. And
here is where the above historical conundrum becomes bath
curatorially imminent and critically acute: if a show about African
cultural production we e to reinscribe such homogeneity
{alongside the spectacle of excticism), then it becomes complicit
in a gesture that prefaced naot only colonisation but maintains the
sinuous channels of a postoolonialorder that shows allthe weary
evidence of continuing to undermine socioeconomic and political
reform in africa.

Itiswith these points in mind that the following discussion
will examine the difficulties associated with curating African art
and the effect of the latker on our interpretation ofthewark. The
corallarytothe preceding enquiry is a relative by simple (but nat
simplistic) question: how dowe ever approach, categorise, and
interpret African cultu@l production without educing it to thea
priori mandates of culttural theory, curatorial prescriptiveness,
and the alltoo real institutional requirments ofthe so-callad
‘block buster* ex hibition.

n

Whilst admittedly an unsatisfactory route to effective
understanding, a few statistics might help here to situate both
the context and content of & frica Remix™. The largest exhibition
of contemporary Africanart to be held in Europe to date, the
show was one ofthe cente pieces ofthe affica o5 festial. First
shawn at the Kunst Palastin Dusseldorf, &frica Remix® arrived at
the Hayward Gallary in February and has since travelled onto the
Centre Georges Pompidou and the Mori art Mussum, Tokya,
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where itwillconclude in August 2ooe. 10 all over seventy artists
were shown, although the Haywand show —due tospace
restrictions — showcased less wiork than the Kunst Palastin
Dusselorf. Mo artwork was over fifteen years ok, with the
majarity being made in the last five years. & wooden sculptue -
noton display at the Hayward— titled Adam and the Birth of Eve
(1985-1259), by the South African artist Jackson Hlungwani, was
the aldest wark in the show. The artists Frédéric Bruly Bouabré,
barmin 1923 inthe vary Coast, and the South African
photographer David Goldblatt, bamin 1930, were amongst the
veteranartists in the show; and both, notably, showed =latively
recent work — the latter being represented by a series of
phatographs from 2002, The youngest artist was MDilo Mutima,
anangalan bormin 1973, Of the countries represented, over
twenty in all, south Africa had the largest numbser of artists in the
shiow, with fourtesn in total. Other countries with a strong
showingincluded Nigeria, Angola, Egypt, Morooco, Came mon,
and the Democratic Republic of Congo, all of whom showed
between five and seven artists. It is important here, in light of my
prefatory emarks, not to homogenise regions, but, suffice to say,
southermn Africa had the highest propartion of artists, followed
closely byWestern Africa (bath in the high twenties), with Central
and North EastAfrica showing between ten and twenty artists
res pectively.

IFwe are to consider *Africa Remix® an “anthology or
compilation® mtherthan acomprehensiva survay ithe btter
being something of a necessary misnomer in its own right), this
relatively even mix was a reflection of the curatorial desire to
‘dissoke the boundaries between francophone and anglophone
Africatt Itis also notable that a number ofthe artists included
here— akinkode akinbiyi, Marlene Dumas, Julie Mehretu, and
finka shonibame - do not live in Africa but reside in metmpolitan
cities as diverse as Berlin, Amsterdam, New York and London
res pectively. In this context, the conce ptualisation of African
cultural production is not strictly concemed with dissolving
internal boundaries as such but emarginating the more aften
than not politically determined and culturally sanctioned idea of
adistinct Western/african division of cultural production. Whilst
the latter move was to b2 commended, the dissalution of
boundaries per se has its own unique problematic: inabrogating
geagraphical specificity, there isa danger that we
decontextualise the saciopalitical and cultural dimension of
artistic productivity, We evisit here the elatively basic paradoy
that is presentin any curatorial remit that looks at a continent:
there is always the danger that Africa, forexample, is seen as a
homogeneous whaolewhereas it is precisaly its heterogensity
that establishes the significance and suggestiveness of its
artistic production. The elatively recent, and much needed,
development of a curatarial approach that situates® african
cultural output within its socichistorical political and economic
milieu has not, nevertheless, been achieved without accruing a
fewe problems ofits own, including (but not limited to) a tendency
to over-politicise work by African artists and a reductive
emphasis —modulated through contemparary cultural theory -
on identitarian issues. Inthe latter context, African artists are
made toanswer araddress african history and be politicalin a
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way thatwould notnecessarily preface discussions of “Wastam®
artists — a point towhich Pwill shortly tum.

Ratherthan second-guessing the curators here, and in daing so
suggesting ather possible tropes withinwhich to organise a
shiw such as this, itis perhaps more efficacious to explain what
the reasoning was bahind the curation of & frica Remix®, and the
axtent towhich the show avioided - if, indeed, it did - the
curatorial quandaries outlined above. Organised around three
separate categories —City and Land®, *Bady and Soul’, “Identity
and History® — “africa Remix® took up the entirety of the Hayward
Galkery, with a relatively commensurate amount of space given to
each saction. The first two rooms, on the ground flaor, we
concejved around the somewhat nebulous concept of “City and
Land".writing in the catalogue, chief curator Simon Njami
suggested that these ap parently contradictory tropes were in fact
‘complementary and intrinsically interdependent’, their separate
functions - the administrative function of the city and the
symbolic function ofthe land- fulfilling similar mles inasmuch
as bath ensure [a] feeling of unity™.* In this contest, “land is the
best symbaol of homeland, an atavism beyond the realm of
country® Whilst ther js cartainly a need to order” a show of this
size, itis debatable hera whether the conjunction of ity and
‘land’, rather than intreducing a sense of co-dependence, me rely
served tosepa@te —in an occasionally arkitrary manner—the art
on display. This is doubly pmblematic if we consider how the
attendantconnotations of *bnd*~ parochial traditional, kcal
pravincial, organic— can produce anequally debatable, if not
spurious, reading of African cultural produ ction in terms of its
atavistic predispositions; the latter term E=ing frequently, and
pejoratively, associated with aview that tends to see Africa as
maintaining a dehistoricised and privileged ontological access to
anancestral primitivism based upon its inherent dis position
toweards s pirituality”.”

This is not to discount out of hand the idea of *land® as a way
of reading these warks, rather it is to point out how itcan
produce a pductive reading of the warks on display and the
extent towhich such cultural production is seen as
autachthonous - ariginating from the soil— and therefor bath
embryonic and yet primitive at the same time. This general
expectation of african cultural productionwas further rinfored
by the prominent positioning of South African artist
Dilomprizulikes Waiting for bus (2003), a natve representation of
figures — made from recycled material textike, metal and wood -
in a stationary procession. | must emphasise hem that this is not
acriticism of Dilomprizulikeswork as such, ratheritis a
questioning of its cvert positioning and the mannerinwhich it
seemed to foreshadow (largely misplaced and rductive)
expectations ofwhatcontemporary African cultural preduction is
about —-namely, recycling, a penchant for natve figurativism, an
inclination towards atavism, and untrained amateurism. Itis
unfair to single out particular artists for criticism in the context of
such aninclusive shaw, but the *land® section could tend towards
a literalness in itsinterpretation ofwhat rale land actually plays
inthe artistic consciousness of an African® artist. & mare
successful approach, bearing in mind the emphasis on modemity
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ratherthan phylogenic mythology, began to emergein the city”
section, whereestablished artists such as Congo-based Bodys
Isek Kingelez and South African David Goldblatt - lastseen
togetherin Documenta ¥1-shaed aspace with antonio Ole
(bam in angola) and the Cameroon-bom Pascale Marthine Tayou.
In the casaof the latter, there was an interesting tension to be
had between the formal aspect of the waork and its conceptual
content. InL ‘wrbanité rurale (2004), aninstallation that loaked
bath half-finished andin a state of disamray, Tayou depicted a
muralscene of sun-baked brick huts and scarched, oche earth
through the use of DVD technology and C-Print photographs. This
overtly technical means to partray a ruRlemvironment would
app=arto encapsulate the interplay between different @and
occasionally diffident) sites of modemity: the technological and
the traditional art here translates rural presence into a
metropolitan present and, in sodoing, effects both a degree of
distancing and propinquity at one and the same time.

& substantial number of the worksin the ity section,
needless to say, seemed preaccupied with, if not strictly
speaking historicalissues, the legacies of history. Ratherthan
existing beneath or beyond the conceptual skein of everyday

realities, historywas an overt presence here, apd it was therefore
allthe more surprising that it was parcelled into a separate
sectionwithin the show. In the case of Body 1sek Kingelez, his
futuristic city-scapes would appear both naively optimistic and
uncaonsciously ahistorical — charming renditions of impossibla
skylines thatcould only exist as imaginative and inoffensive
midels. If this, however,was merely indexing a possible future
for an africancity laid low by decades of mis-ruke and Westem
interference (the legacy of Patrice Lumumba's murderin 1961
being but one example), then it could be categarised in the
“wistful dreamer category; however, Kingelez equally applies his
imagination to American and Eumpean citiss. For bocumenta X,
he created Maphattan in 3009 (20000,w hilst for & frica Remix’,
he was represented by Séte en 3000 (2000) - S8te being a cty in
southem France. To the extent that Kingelez looks ta the
mademist platforms ofWestan citiessuch as Manhattan , thera
would also seem to be an engagament with the modemist
anticipation that underwrate the utopian projects ofthe last
century. This is a etroactive view of history thatis critically awae
of both its presence and presentness, a view that was ako
evident in Goldblatt's photcgraphs of an historically encumbe ed
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andyet dynamic Johannesburg, and Otobong Mkanga's images of
abandaned, half-finished brick huts that wemr obviously the
product of a more optimistic (and not too distant) milisu.
Thissenseaf historicalintervention, wherby the concems of
Affican artists cross over and in some cases predicate the
histaricalconcems of Westarm artists, was also a feature of
Antonio Oles Townshipwal! No. 50 (2004), an assemblage of
comugated shest metal, old doors, wind ows and other found
materials. Bom in Luandain 1p54, Ole stillwaorks and lives there,
and on first sight thiswork would appearto be a tableaw wivant of
an angolan shanty town. However, when “Africa Remix” openad in
the Kunst Palast in Dusseldarflastyear, Ole accued items fram
the surmunding city and incorporated them into the wark. Thesa
items, now added to the installation, gave it adepth that both
evoked andyet - bearing in mind the iconic, seminal status of the
Dussedorfakademie inWestermn art history — disavowed any
easy reading ofthis wark: animpession that could bath advert
to and avert the suggestion that Townshio wal No.sois a
reference to angolan townships and the history of civilwarin that
country — the latter reading merely confirming the tendency, as
noted above, toove -politicise African art. This assemblage is an
example of art addressing art History — a self-eflexive gesture
that questions bath the assumptions about the athemess ofthis
wirk, its ‘Africanness®, and an aver politicised, geacentric

Samusi Fossa, Tatl, Awtopartraits, 1pors Confet photagrapls
3oty yice on 2 afooex 2oz cm. Le marin, Courtesy Centre Geonges Fompldou
&5 Fesso
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reading of its manifest content. Inthis contaxt itis the waork's
vertiginous progimity, like that of Kingelez, that disturbs any
abbreviated reading of it: the sense that it is obviously
autochthonous - originating from the ground up- merely begs
the question as towhose ground is baing warked here: is it
African or Europeant

m

The tendency towards a heuristic schema that evolves (andis
occasionally— and somewhat problem atically - resobved) around
anidentitarian ubricwas evident in the ‘identity and Histary”
section of Africa Remix’, the secand phase in the exhibition.
There isanimmediate concem hem, that the artists included in
this section are being made to answer to a politics ofidentity that
reduces theirwark to the a prion demands of cultural theory.
Whilst I'would ot suggest that any show has toslavishly follow
the contextof the catalogue texts, arindesd the galle rywall
notes (the latter being particularly informative at the Hayward), it
is instructive to examine the former v hen considering the
categorical rationale atwork here. In the *Identity and Histony®
section, for example, the emphasis on identity as a rubrc within
which to consider African cultural produ ction could be ssen to
Epeat the problematic of artists having to answear to
presumptions of African identity if they are to be consumed®
within the West securein the default, prioritised Westem
identity —which is. in tum, firmly grounded in the othering of,
inter alia, Africa— itwould appearthat theWest can afford the

I ury of contingent identities whereas African artists are
compelled towear, if not the fizity, then the fixture of their
national, political, social and artistic identities on their sleeves.
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Artistic production becomes overdetermined in such a poposal,
and through a process of inversion African artistic production
could be seen on occasion toanswer precisely to questions of
jdentity 50a3s to be acce pted within awestem art historical
discourse. It is a conundrum neat by addressed by Yinka
Shonibare, one ofthe artists included in the *1dentity and History®
section, when he observed the demands placed upon a Black
artist: “if you produ ce work that is not about being black then |
wiould b spoken of as the black artist who doesn't makeworks
of art about being black and then if 1do, you are the black artist
who makes work about being black. Itis akind catch 22
situation. ™

The consequences of an identity- based re-presantation of
contemporary African cultural artifacts are further inflected
within a political orderwhere the inte ests of globalised capital
cimulation endaavourto further homogenise cultural production
and distinction in the name of commodifiable ‘good- differance.
Mass cultura, moreover, notonly commodifies difference but
makes clear distinctions between acceptable (commaodifiable
and palatable) differences and upacceptable (uncommodifiable,
and therefore unknowable and threatening) differences —
discriminates, in sum, betwesn sgood® and ‘bad® difference. The
emphasis on identity’ as atope could,in this context, be sean to
be not so much about negatiating, orinterpreting, difference as it

is about the superficialcommodification and ad ministration of
difference — or, to paraphrase Sarat Maharajs discussion of the
politics of multicutturalism, the ‘management of difference.s
Mass culture, intum, perpetuates the ideathat there is a fom of
libzral *pleasure’ iif not pleasurable liberation) to be hadin the
acknowlad gment and enjoyment ofthe (jdentifiable) ‘other. The
problematic for African artists, Iwould contend, is the cultural
demand that they play tha ‘identity game”: use their 'difference’,
that is to say, as a sign of an exotic, essantialised (and often
cormmodifiable) form of othemess within an increasingly
globalised fand avaricious) art market. To put it crudeby:
difference sells.

Inthe above rubric, identity palitics, as an apparently imed ucible
sign of difference and ‘othemess®, isa visible® companent, or
criticalcurrency”, within a contemporary cuatorial econamy. We
nesd, intum, ta rethink the demands that the curatorial category
“identity places on African artists and, crucially, how such terms
encumbsr aurinterpratations oftheirwork. Having said as much,
anumberof artists in the *History and Identity’ section
canfronted this identitarian dilemma — and itwas precisaly at
the points where the categorical impe @tives were quastioned in
this show, rather than merely jllustrated, that & frica Remix®
adopted a degree of criticalinguiry rather than curatorial
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resalution. Reprasanted hara byvictonan Philanthropists
Parkour i1g9e—g7), Yinka Shonibare goes some way to obsaning
the “fabrications® imvokeed indetermining both African and
Westem identities and, coterminously, the interde pandence af
the two. Shanibare first came to attention with the use of Dutch
waz fabricin his work, a fabric thatwas first produced in Dutch
Indanesia, subsaquently copied and produced by the English,
and then sold to West Africa where it became a popularitem of
clothing. It also became, crucially, a sign of ‘authenticity” both in
Africa and lattery, with the adwventof immigration, England. &
colopialin(teriention, Dutchwa fabric appears to offeritselfas
both a fake and yet *authentic’ sign of africanness; and
Shonibares use af the fabric — questioning as it does the idealof
an “authentic* identity and simultansously presenting identity as
a‘fabrication®- accentuates this aspect of the material. In
Victarian Fhilantropist’s Parlowr, avictorian parlour has baan
bedecked with Dutchwas fabric that covers thewalk, chairs, and
cushions —any surface, in fact, that could be fabricated. Ina
move that recalls Frantz Fanon's prescient assertion that “Europe
is litaraly the creation of the ThirdWardd® Shanibare bys bare,
through the artifice of fabrication), the brute fact of thevictarian
industrial reviolution and the source of its wealth: the

Iwelathe Mhethwa, Unitled, zoo3, § Coninf phategraphs, mounted an UV Plerigles

calonisation of Africa and the exploitation of its Rw matanals
was, if not the first, then a comelative stapin the developmental
succession associated with the industrial Revaolution. Once
again, it is the national propinguity and vertiginous proximity,
rather than the othemess, ofthese waorks that disturbs (and in
tum intermgates expectations of what so<alled African art is
about.

The perfarmative *fabrication® ofidentity was also a key
companent in samuel Fosso's photographs, staged as they are
with Fossoin a numberaf roles and guises. Perhaps the most
widely disseminated image in the exhibition — used for both the
catalogue cover and posters advertising the show —was of Fosso
sitting on a*throne® of sarts, resplendent in the accoutrements of
powerthat are often associated with a stereotyped “authentic®
Africanness. Dutchwax fabric adoms the ground and Fosso sits
in alion-skin, his “bling’ jewellary a sign of both excessivewaalth
and aninsouciant disegand for the sources of thatwealth. Thisis
a problematic image, navigating as it does an identitarian mine-
field: is Fosso reifying the sterectype within a conte mporary
idiam, ar highlighting the stereotyps as a sign of symbolic excess
precisely to point out the sheer ridiculousness of the stereotyps
inthe first place. It is arguable here, however, that Fossos usaof

4 ot 8 xeod cm; e a2 5x 200 cm (ol Famed) Courfesy of lack Shaloman Gallen: New Yodk
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show that the sense of African artists engaging in acritique of
African history and its discontents inot all of them associated
with Westem exploitation), alangside the camivalesque portrayal
of jdentity as a saries of contingent masquerades, thatwe are
given a sensa of the difficult-to-place aspect to some of the
wiorks included here: ther is no confiormity to cante mporary
cultural praduction in Africa, nor should we expect them to b,
There are, of course, trends and appmaches but to sanction
these in a cuatorially legislative manner, thatisin turn indekted
to an abridged form of cultural theory and narmaw institutional
edicts, is to both reduce ex pectations and, concomitantly,
intarpretative acumen.

This is not so much to speculateonthe personal
achievements or failures of the curators as such, mtheritis to
enquire into the institutional constrints and formal conventions
that support and determine the structure that a show such as
“Africa Remix® cantake. We are confrontad here with a
conceptual, if not altogether methodological, problem: what
curatorial and organisational met hodology can an institution
exercse that avoids homogenising, spectacularising, exaticising,
of, indeed, prescribing asurvey of contemporary African cultural
production. This is the curatorial challenge that faces any
institutionembarking on such a project — and, on this
intemationally itine rant showing, it still remains stubbomly
unresobeed. This is all too evidentw hen one comes to consider
the finalsection of *Africa Remii.

Remuaie Hezowmd, BidonArmé, zoos, Wed medla, photograph 3%0x erax erocm,
Courtasy of the ortiEt DADAGR Paris ond DACS, Landan zocs focfanal}

sterectyped imagery is a critique of the residual histarical and
contem por@ary reactions to the stereotype, a critique thatis given
added pertinence ifwe fully appreciate the titk of this
photograph, Le chef: celui qui avendu l'Afrigue awy colons
(19571.This is a representation of an African chiefwho sold his
own paople to the colonisars; it is therefom an image of collusion
and betrayal, and animplicitcommentary notonby an our
presuppositions, but ofthe nature of complicity itseIf and how
we ead these images. It is pracisely at these moments in the

MaofarNes; Tobis, 2003, 00D mrafection, c.s00 fables frarfous sizes),
D¥mansions varlable, Cour tesy of the ard st
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I have almady noted that it is unfair GFnot critically suspect
toisolate particular artists in the context of a group show:
nonetheless, and notwithstanding this caveat, the “Body and
soul sectionwas both the least satisfactory and mast
problematic category of the exhibition. The dilemma establishes
itself fram the outsat whenwe consider the substantiative
curatorialimperative atwork her: inusing such concepts as
‘Body and soul, there s the impending danger that artists will be
relegated to some pseudo-my stical realm inhabited by the
intuitive, shamanistic and untutared. as for the term *body, itis
self-evident enough that any category that attempts to @ad
African artin terms ofthe ‘body courts the implicit liability of
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reducingit to the binary *logic of the corparealversus the imuch
compromised) notion of the rational. To suggest body and soul
aEone, moreaver, is to compound the problem further; a
complication that is not helped by the catalogues
contextualisationof what exactly is meant by *soul’. The baody,
Siman Mjami suggests, is the instrument ofthe soul — though
it artists express themsabves and present theirintimacy™ It is of
course unfair of me to decontextu alise these quates from their
owverall satting, but this intimacy’ of the artist being expressad
through their “body and soul’ seems so dated as towamant
comment. It is, moreover, eminently arguable that it is precisely
the alienation of the artist from amy notion ofintimacy, and
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indeed their own body, that would seem to be more appasite in
the context. What is mor, there is a further refinemant of the
term soul that leaves jtstranded in averitable pot powri of
abstraction: “what is meant by the soul here has... more[to do]
with a secular soul,j.e. asoulofthe mind.” again. ther s a
degee of expectation placed upan the art e-presented here, a
(perhaps misguided) sense that it should conform to the
categories inwhich it has been placed. The presence of a ‘Body
and soul* section, therefare, begs asingubr question: why,
bearing in mind the proble ms associated with re-presenting
African art and cultural production inthe first place, should such
atime-wom and hoary categarisation be mokilised in the early
twenty-first century? And none of this is helped by the often
graphic and simplistic work displayed in this section. Whereas
both the *ldentity and Histary* and *City and Land® sections
oceasionally produced either provocative juxtapositions or
artists who negaotiated the pitfalls of answering to an ultimately
reductive politics of identitarian homogeneity, this sedion
seamed far less focussed and far less concemad with
questioning its own categonsations. This is nat tosuggest that
therawas no individualwaork that stood out in the *Body and
soul*section, on the contrary works by Frédéric Bruly Bouabré (of
which l'would have wanted to see considerably maore on dis play),
omar 0, Myriam Mihindouw, Eilesn Perrier, and Paulo Capellawer
individually both compelling and suggestive in equal measure;
howeerer, the categorical fence-pasting implicit in the trope *body
and soulwas detrimental and if anything retrogressive given the
need here to rethink the curatorial imaginative command-that
underwrites the e-presentation of Africancultural
reprsentation.

Ak inbade Ak inbiy, Dovwribow n, Caire, 2003, Cafror Masn, 2003 sanfes
@ galatin siiver prints, sox 5o om each, Courtesy of the artist
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The question of curating, orindeed writing about, a show such as
“affica Remix’is both politicalty and ethically fraught, and afinal
question remains: have we taken african art outof one
{dehistoricisad) curatarial box only to place itin an, albsit
historicised, ultimately over-politicised and categarically
abbeviated baw? The attendant concem here entertains a
simple, and decidedly paradaxical paradigm: towhat extent has
African cultural production, rather than challenging aur
expectations and the critical cohesion of contem porary cultural
and curatarial theary, come to epresent a reductive obligation to
bath? To this end, African cultural production can be seen as a
palimpsest uponwhich to elaborate cultural and cuatarial

theary, which then becomes enmeshed in a hermeneutic, and
ultimatehly tautological cirle, whereby African artists are both
awant la lettre and always aleady answering to critical and
curatorial concems. It is debatable, in light of the above, whether
we should continue ex pecting africa to be packaged as a
continent and displayed before us asan artistic phenomenan —
a problematic exercse in more way than one; and itis warth
asking in this context whetharartists such as Bodys Isek
Kingelez, ¥inka shonibare, samuel Fosso arwilliam Kentridge
(all afw hom have substantial bodies ofwark), should not have
been given solo shows. IF, finally, we are going to categorise
contemporary African cultural production, then the categories
must maintain a self-reflex ive inte mogation of their conceptual
abbmviations and interpretive pescriptiveness. Withoutsuch a
conceptual and categorical reflexivity, there is a danger that we
are leftwith, ratherthan an Africa remixed, an africa mpackaged.
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