EMERGING SCHOLARSHIP IN AFRICAN ART

rt historians who

organize exhibi-

Hons are construct-

ing a framework

for viewers to

respond to art

works, Obvious-

ly, the framework
is physical, made of painted walls and dis-
play cases, lighting systems and printed
captions. However, the framework is also
conceptual, as the presentation, place-
ment, and juxtaposition of art works
create a narrative.! In some cases, these
conceptual frameworks are built upon
centuries of solid scholarship and are
butressed by the contributions of dozens
of specialists. In other cases, however,
frameworks are more precariously bal-
anced upon fragmentary sources, and
only a handful of scholars have provided
materials to support the structure. As |
plan an exhibition of the art of the La-
goon peoples and their neighbors in Cote
d‘Ivoire and Ghana,? 1 am uncomfortably
aware that the second description applies
to my project.? Yet simply because each

Redefinin

component of this slender structure must
be so carefully examined and tested dur-
ing the construction process, the resulting
framework Is creating some unexpected
views. One strikingly new set of frames
presents arts from this region as products
of the twentieth century. This paper will
explain why the exhibit’s categorization
of Lagoon works as “twentieth century
African art” is a reassessment of the ways
African art has been viewed in the past,
and why the inclusion of the full range of
art works produced by twentieth century
Lagoon artists will be both controversial
and provocative.!

As an initial caveat, | must note that
somc types of Lagoon arts have clearly

been made for periods spanning hun-
dreds of years. These include funerary
terracottas. Heads unearthed in archae-
ological excavations in the lands of one
Lagoon group, the Eotile (Vetre) people,
have been dated to the seventeenth centu-
ry (Polet 19587). Even though two authori-
ties have presented these terracottas as
Akan responses to the arrival of E
religious statuary on the coast (see Polet

2001), 1 believe that the Lagoon images
are more plausibly connected to earlier
traditions of fired clay images produced
much further inland and may thus draw
upon practices begun prior to European
contact, Like their Anyi/ Aowin neighbors,
Lagoon potters in the Akye (Attie), Gwa
(M’Batto), and Esuma (Assini) regions
continued to make funerary images in clay
until the twentieth century (Soppelsa 1962,
Coronel 1978), even though the practice
has now been abandoned in favor of
cement tombs, framed photographs, and
memorial t-shirts.

Wrritten accounts by European visitors
also document the antiquity of certain
art forms. Cold jewelry was described in
Loyer‘s account of regalia at Assini (an
Esuma population now absorbed by the
neighboring Nzima and Anyi), and was
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thus present in some Lagoon areas in the
seventeenth century as well (Gott 2003).
We have as yet no archaeological evidence
that Lagoon goldsmiths actually cast these
objects (which might have been imports),
but oral traditions claim they were once
made in most Lagoon regions. Almost
all Lagoon languages include words for

“goldsmith,” even though heavy gold
jewelry (Cover) is produced today in
only a few Lagoon locations. Goldsmiths
in Ana, a Kyaman community, have been

| active throughout the second half of the

twentieth century.® Finally, carved posts
were described by an explorer named
Hecquard when he visited Abure, Gwa,

and Kyaman (Ebrie) communities in the
nineteenth century. The imagery of these
posts, few of have survived, seems
to be closely tied to the iconography of
ivory objects now in Western collections.
Evidently the ivories were once attached
to staffs, as canes with ivory finials in
somewhat simpler forms are still carried

55



by wealthy Lagoon men and women
Since staffs are passed down as heirlooms
from generation to generation, the ivo-
ries—which have survived—and the
posts—which have not—may have both
been carved in the precolonial past
(Visona 1987a)

Yet although some sculpture and some
gold and ivory objects now in European
and North American collections might
have been made or even collected in the
nineteenth century, most Lagoon objects
did not leave the region until the twen-
tieth century. This was due in part to
the limited number of contacts between
Europeans and Lagoon peoples prior
to colonization, which began in the first
decades of the twentieth century. Only
the Esuma (Assini) and Eotile (Vetre)
seem to have hosted European settle-
ments for prolonged periods prior to that
Other coastal Lagoon peoples, such as
the Abure, Aladyan (Alladian), Ahizi,
and Avikam (Brignam), had many fewer
European residents because of the lack
of safe harbors in their coastal territo-
ry. Communities north of the coastal La-
goons (the Adjukru, Kyaman, southern
Akye, and Gwa ) were only in direct con-

56

alrican arts - winter 2005



tact with Europeans after French trading
posts and Catholic missions were es-
tablished in the first years of the twen-
tieth century, and inland groups (the
Abidji, Krobu, Abe, and northern Akye)
were only “pacified” by the French in
the 1920s. With a very few exceptions,
most Lagoon art works now in Euro-
pean and North American collections were
traded, purchased, received as gifts, com-
missioned, stolen, or confiscated in the
colonial period (c. 1910 to 1960). And al-
though collectors often assume that their
African sculpture was created and in use
for generations before it left Africa, there
is little evidence in the Lagoon region to
back up this assumption. I will thus make
the scandalous proposal that most extant
weﬁoon wooden figures were made (as
as collected) in the twentieth
A second, related proposal counters the
E ion that wooden figures in West-
ons all came from “traditional”
comexts None of the elders [ interviewed
in the 1980s would speculate about the
ways sculpture had been used before they
were bom, and few trusted their memories
of the ways in which missionary activity
had transformed the beliefs and practices
of their parents’ generation (Visona 1986).
According to the ntary recollections
of Adjukru, Aladyan, and Avikam elders,
some dramatic practices involving large
statuary groups were abandoned in the
early twentieth century. By the late twen-
tieth century, in some areas anthro
morphic figures were still being used by
healers to communicate with spirits, but
even those objects have undergone shifts
in meaning (Fig. 2). While these statues
were often described as connecting heal-
ers to forest spirits, diviners were increas-
ingly likely to identify their contacts in the
supernatural world as a type of “angel”
and to describe their figures as a type
of radio or television "transmitter.” Fig-
ures carved for dancers in secular perfor-
mances or small figures representing
deceased twins or an “other world” part-
ner may appear to be “traditional,” but
how many of these roles stretch back cen-
turies, and how many are the result of
recent contact with other populations?

Opposile page, counterclockwise from top left

2. Akye diviner with a figure sculpted by an Akye
arvst. Mambo Besho. Cote d'ivaire, 1981, Photo:
Monica Backmun Visona

3. Figures on a plank whxch had been carmed by
membersolmuxyex a0e Ouring thew ine-
tason in the aarly 19 zlamm. Coee o'lvowe,
1981, Photo: Morsca Blackmun Visona,

4. Lagoon eider with a ligure he had purchased
for dsplay in s horne, 1 Proto: Monica Black-
mun Visond
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5. Early twenbeth canury figure, formerty in the
collection of Joseph Herman. Collection of My
and Mrs. Richard Ulevich.

Art created for age-grades has been
cularly liable to . Young men
described the large wooden sculptural
groups displayed on planks they carried
or wheeled dunns age-grade ceremonies
as "traditional,” even while they stressed
the tendency for these sculptural groups
to become larger and more elaborate with
each succeeding festival, Yet elders told
me that age-grades of their fathers’ gen-
eration displayed only drums, person-
al insignia, and flags. While none of the
older men could remember who intro-
duced the first carved images, almost all
adults remember when small images car-
ried by young girls were replaced by larg-
er images carried by the group's strongest
wammors (Fig. 3).

On the other hand, purely decorative
sculpture may predate any Western pres-
sures to display art for art’s sake. These
objects, which are displayed in the recep-
tion areas of their owners’ homes (Fig, 4),
testify to the wealth and sophistication of
the men and women who purchased them
from local artists, itinerant artists, or art-
ists working in distant cities. I once as-
sumed that these were fairly recent
additions to the corpus of Lagoon art be-
cause they were not associated with any of
the “traditional” contexts in which other
types of art appear. Yet just as goldsmiths
have long produced fmestandmg images

displays of gold,” carvers may have
betn creating secular, entertaining objects
for several generations.

Other questions about the longevity of
“traditional” art forms arise in the study
of textiles. Men and women who are hon-
ored at Lagoon ceremonies today wear
“traditional” kente, now exclusively im-

from Chana. Yet oral accounts de-
scribe beaten barkcloth as the fabric womn
by nineteenth century wealthy Akye lead-
ers, and | was shown a remnant of this
thick, creamy white material. Men and
women attending Adjukru, Aladyan, and
Avikam ceremonies still wear beautiful-
ly woven raffia cloth which has been tie-
dyed with local pigments.®

From what little we know of the histo-
ry of the La ogoon region in the early co-
lonial period, all art forms seem to have
been modified, adapted, and rejected in
order to conform to changing notions of
supemnatural power, political leadership,
and community values. It seems clear to
me that even Lagoon art of the early twen-
tieth century had, in the dramatic words
of Andre Magnin and Jacques Soullilou,
“fallen prey to adulteration, compliance,
and compromise” (1996:7)—Lagoon art
forms have never been static and isolated.

The styles of many twentieth century
Lagoon objects may be called “classic,” a
term I find intriguing and possibly useful.
While the lack of ad te collection data
for all but a handful of pieces complicates
our ability to assign specific pieces to the
Lagoon region, | have found it expedient
to describe certain formal characteristics as
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representative of a “classic” Lagoon style.
Obviously a work displaying these stylis-
tic traits can only be said to be part of a cor-
pus of similar images; it cannot be proven
to have been created by a Lagoon artist, by
a non-Lagoon artist working for Lagoon
patrons, or by a Lagoon artist working for
non oon patrons, unless it is accom-
y additional documentation.

Wooden statues in this “Lagoon style”
often reward close observation (Fig. 5).
Masterful artists manipulated mass, pro-
portion, and contour in highly inventive
ways. The emphasis on outstretched hands,
compressed and imposing heads may
be the result of the roles played by figures
used by diviners. Healers claimed that
these statues could see clearly, could walk
at night, and could move independently
through space. Of course, not all diviners
were able to commission works from a
master, and I am convinced that weaker,
less successfully executed statuary (Fig. 6)
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erhhed examples (Fig. 7). And im-
port art works (such as plaster Ma-
donnas and plastic dolls, Figs. 8-9) have
sometimes taken the place of images
carved by local artists,

These visually striking objects inspired
modem European artists in the past and
are still treasured by Western collectors.
Yet most art works used in Lagoon com-
munities today display a naturalistic style
quite different from the “classic” forms
prevalent in previous generations. Even
at the of the twentieth centu-
ry, two ki , exceeding realistic figures
were collected by a Captain Fuller. One
became part of the collection of the British
Museum (Fig. 10). William Fagg believed
these figures were purchased in a coastal
Lagoon community before 1905 (personal
communication 1981), By the late twen-
tieth cenm.r{ naturalism was preferred
by almost all Lagoon patrons, and divin-

asked sculptots to produce
hbl images. The tastes of my Lagoon
informants, I should note, closely resem-
ble those of my students in Colorado. This
preference for detailed realism is perhaps
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due to the impact of photographic images

upon young le around the world.
The culmunation of these naturalistic
tendencies may be seen in the work of
Emile Guebehi (or Gbeli) and Nicholas
Damas, who are not of Lagoon origin
but who have a workshop in the Lagoon
territory surrounding the city of Abidjan,
They carve wooden figures on commis-
sion for age-grade ceremonies, for dance
groups, am families organizing gold
displays (Fig. 11). Like Lagoon figures
from the past, most of the female figures
carved by Guebehi, Damas, and other
contem artists are nude (and will be
clothem.geir owners), or are shown
in the hip beads and red loincloth which
were once the only required apparel of a
young adult woman. In addition to these
works in wood, Emile Guebehi has fash-
ioned cement figures for tombs. During
the last two decades, the artists have sold
figures to private individuals as well—
some Ivorian and some foreign. One New
Yorker, author and editor Mark Getlein,
was so enchanted by the life-size figures
of Guebehi and his associates in a 1999
installation at the Deitch Projects in New

This page

Lot 6 Fi inherted by an Akye dwviner from a

relative. Although the statues ilusirated
In Figs. 6-7 were Doth owned by the same ovn-
or, they were coviously carved by cifferent artists.
Photo. Monica Blackmun Visond, 1981,

Right: 7. Figurs inhertad by an Akye diviner from
a deceased relative. The well-defined shapes and
reguiar, almost rectilinear conours of this s1ane

are examples of a “Lagoon” sty!oofscutptuo
Photo: Monica Blackmun Visond, 168
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Lefr: 8. Lagoon awener holang a crucix and a
plaster Madorna which he displayed durng hea
ing ceverncnies. Photo: Monica Blackmun Visond,
1984

Right 9. Lagoon dancer holding a plassc doll dur-
wmuamm.mumm

York that he included a photograph of
the display in a popular art tion
textbook (Getlein 2005:11.28; Cotter 1999).
Emile Guebehi recently had a solo show
at the Jack Sheinman Gallery. It is fitting
that his figures are now shown in Man-
hattan, as Guebehi told me that the
graphic magazines he uses to model his
spectacular nudes were sent to him by a
friend in New York City.

Yet despite the international exposure
of Guebehi and Damas, they are still prac-
ticing in the Cote d’Ivoire as "classical”
artists. Their figures play an important
social and political ro! Te in Lagoon com-

| munities, and many of the statues they

have carved are said to be animated by
sup«mmnl powers during oetemomes
The statues
are usually commissioned directly by the
group or individual who purchases, and
displays, them. The relationships be!ween
Guebehi and Damas and their
conform to those linking other 3oon
artists and patrons. In fact, several artists
told me that they differed from Western
artists because they only worked on com-
mission, and they saw this as funda-
mentally different from European artists
(or from artists working for European
patrons) who dwaLhad art “in stock”
available for purchase. In their eyes,
Guebehi and Damas are typically “Afri-
can” artists,

Even t the abstract styles of the
early twentieth century have been aban-
doned by artists working for com-
munities, works carved in the
are evidently still being produced for
sale to non-Lagoon ‘K::ms Although the
artists who sculpt replicas of older
works have not been located or identified,
there are two fine studies of similar art-
ists working in neighboring areas: Chris
Steiner has described Baule workshops in
Bouake, north of the Lagoon region (1994),
and Ross and Reichert have described a
Ghanaian wor , west of the Lagoon
region (1983). Both of these carving cen-
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ters produce wonderful objects for sale to
merchants who sell them on to foreign
buyers. Recent wooden sculpture created
in an accomplished “Lagoon” style may
come from workshops such as these. The
figures display excellent workmanship
and are much more masterfully carved
than most late twentieth century work
still being used by Lagoon diviners and
dance troupes.

As Ross and Reichert have pointed out,
ethical issues abound when researchers
trace a “classic” art work to one of these
workshops. As already noted, Lagoon art-
ists have usually wo on commission,
but artists from these workshops are pro-
ducing work to meet the specifications of
traders who will sell it to foreign clients,
Once traders have brought these recent-
ly carved art obpects to Europe and North
America, art dealers will evaluate the
works solely on the basis of their style and
patina. Dealers will buy objects that are
in outmoded, "antiqued” styles because
they believe those objects to be “old” and
thus “authentic” (or because they believe
that they can sell the objects as “old"” and
“authentic”). As HM. Cole so clearly

winler 2005 - alrican arts

states,” Westerners consider such works
to be “fakes,” even if they are of high aes-
thetic quality.

The little documentation | have for
this process suggests that the artists them-
selves may not have intended to deceive
their clients, This can be seen in the case of
a series of replicas based upon a Kyaman
(Ebrie) figure. In the early 1980s, an art
student named Lucien Ehouo brought a
statue to the National Museum in Abi-
djan. It had been carved generations earli-
er in his hometown, a Lagoon village not
far from the capital, and was owned by
a diviner. He wanted to photograph the
statue in order to use it as a model for a
design project. According to the essay
he wrote to accompany this project (the
e?u.uvalem of an MFFA exhibition), a group
of sculptors at the National Museum made
fai copies of the statue in order to doc-
ument the artistic heritage of the Kyaman
people (Ehouo 1985-86).

Sculptors at the National Museum may
also have based a series of replicas on a
Lagoon work in the collection of the Na-
tional Museum, which was reproduced in
an influential French catalogue (Feau et al

1989:55, no. 12). The pose, the

and even the damaged feet of the figure
are often reproduced by the con

artists, These carvers are conforming to
practices found throughout the world, as
artists often train their eyes and hands by
replicating masterpieces of previous gen-
erations. To the best of my knowledge,
no exhibition curator has intentionally in-
cluded reproductions such as this in a
survey of a region’s art; mine would be
the first to do so.

The potential legitimacy of replicas in
the Lagoon region can be discussed in
the context of the choices now available
to Lagoon artists. [ was told that one
talented young artist in a Lagoon village
had joined a Baule workshop in Bouake
in order to apprentice with professional
sculptors, while another (from the same
village and the same age grade) had en-
rolled in an art institute in Abidjan in order
to learn to paint. Unbeknownst to the
community (and to the young men them-
selves), these paths would dictate that
the young painter would be producing
canvases which the Western art market
considers to be acceptable (if somewhat
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provincial) expressions of artistic practice,
while the young sculptor would either
create naturalistic forms (regarded as “folk
art” by Western collectors), or replicas of
earlier statues which the Western art mar-
ket considers to be “forgeries” and unac-
ceptable expressions of artistic practice.
The talented young painter followed
in the footsteps of a Lagoon artist active
in the first half of the twentieth century.
Christian Lattier, raised in the Lagoon
region during the colonial era, left the
Cote d'Ivoire to study sculpture in France.
He returned to his native country after
independence and worked there until his
untimely death at age 53 in 1978. Today
his playful constructions are in the col-
lection of the National Museum (Konaté
1993). This tradition of foreign study con-

tinued a generation later, with a group of
young students at the National Institute
of Art in Abidjan who wrote a manifesto
naming themselves “Vohou-Vohou" (Court
1995:295). Like Christian Lattier, most have
been able to study in France. The works
they produced during their studies abroad

were exhibited under the patronage of
one of their professors in Paris, and their
paintings were purchased by a nonprofit
French foundation in the late 1970s, The
Vohou-Vohou artists identify themselves
as Ivorian rather than as members of

or of the world?

If each Lagoon work I wish to exhibit
raises its own set of issues, my attempt to
juxtapose disparate works of arts will be
particularly controversial. There appear
to be remarkably few exhibitions which
address the entire corpus of twentieth
century African art. The groundbreaking
exhibition organized by Susan Vogel,

AT

“Africa Explores” (1991), was not fol-
lowed by a similarly inclusive project
until Fall and Pivin’s “ Anthology of Afri-
can Art: The Twentieth Century”™ (2002) a
decade later. Both exhibitions featured a
few works of art in “classic” styles made
for communities in the early twentieth
century, and Vogel's catalogue also illus-
trated art works in a variety of styles
which were carved in the late twentieth
century for community use (Vogel 1991:
chapters 1-2). While collectors and Af-
rican art historians might assume that the
beautiful forms of sculpture of the early
twentieth century should be included in
any broad discussion of African art, crit-
ics with little exposure to art beyond the
West may see no reason to pay critical
attention to work rooted in African com-
munities. In fact, one observer has dis-
missed these works as “the tribal carving
and patterned textiles too long promot-
ed as African’s only creative output”
(Pollack 2001:124) %

Criticism of the presentation of other
twentieth century art forms in “Africa Ex-
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Left: 10. Figure collected by Captan Fuller around
1905, Museurn of Mankind, publishad wih the
permission of the Trustees of the British Mu-
seum

Right: 11, Female ligure Carved by Emile Guebahi,
photographed in the artels workshop, 1989 Photo:
Monica Blackmun Visona, 1969
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plores” was fierce. Some attacks focused
upon sins of commission. In the words of
Magnin and Soulillou, it put "a sort of
premium on a primitivism”
by featuring contemporary artists who
were self-taught or who were trained in
African workshops (1996:14) 2 If [ include
naturalistic figures by artists such as Emile
Guebehi, [ risk similar cniticism for fore-
grounding, in the words of dele jegede,
“functional effigies and folk art ... witha
bent for salacious naivete” (1998:193).
African critics also stressed the sins of
exclusion in “Africa Explores,” for in their
eyu it failed to a ﬂmmly acknowledge
artists working
in new medna and in new styles during
the colonial period, and it gave too little
exposure to African artists trained in uni-
versities and art institutes. If | include the
work of Christian Lattier in my exhibition,
I’ honor the contributions of an African art-
ist who contributed to the development of
modemnism in both France and the Cote
d’Ivoire. If I include the sensual, abstract
paintings of Lagoon artists who were mem-
bers of Vohou-Vohou, I would acknowl-
edge the role of these artists in forging a
new, national identity for contemporary
Ivorian art. The philosophical underpin-
nings of these paintings, expressed
formal manifestoes, links them to similar
idealistic art movements in other African
nations. However, the formal beauty and
ideological sincerity of these works is puz-
zling to American critics, who consider
Abstract Expressionism to be the last gasr
of modernism, and who are only famil-
iar with the detached irony of postmod
emism. The American critic Christ
Knight (2003) thus characterized smoﬁﬂy
accomplished Senegalese painters in the
“Saint in the City” exhibition as “engaged
in an academic conversation with anti-
quated School of Paris Modernism.”
Despite the controversies raised by
“Africa Explores,” I plan to create an in-
clusive project which will document as
fully as possible the dimensions of twen-
tieth century art in one region of Africa.
I will take two museum installations as a
model. One was “Ghana Aujourd "hui et
Hier (Ghana Yesterday and Today)” at the

Musée Da

the art of t
rettes-Leveau and Owusu-Sarpong 2003).
It combined wooden statues, gold objects,
and terracottas from the colonial period

with comemponz paintings and coffins

in Paris, which surveyed
Ghanaian Akan (Falgay-

from urban wi ops and discussed the
work of academically trained artists liv-
ing in Ghana as well as the art of .
ate Ghanaians Owusu Ankomah and El
Anatsui. Each work was presented in the
context of contem ry Ghana, and sev-
eral essays the interconnectedness
of art made in the country during the co-
lonial and postcolonial periods.

My second inspiration is the installa-
tion of the Musée d'Orsay, also in Paris.
This museum is dedicated to French art
from the 1860s to the 1930s, years when
France was the undisputed leader of the
European art world. Visitors might as-
sume that the paintings of the most
beloved and influential artists of the peri
od, such as Claude Monet (1840-1926)

and Georges Seurat (1859-1891), would
be placed in the most accessible galler-
ies, Instead, they are crammed into the
stuffy little rooms on the top floors. The
spacious ground floor is given over to
the work of artists such as Pierre Puvis
de Chavanne (1824-1898) and Alexandre
Cabanel (1823-1889), whose titillating, vap-
id, and colorless paintings were approved
by the French Academy but were ridi-
culed by artists and by art historians
during most of the twentieth century. By
giving these works such prominence, the
curators are refusing to im, their own
tastes on the works of the past and are
allowing the public to see the full range of
art produced in France during this pivotal
moment in the modern era. Perhaps a
similar inclusive approach will allow me
to create structurally sound fnmcwork
for viewing the twentieth century art
duced by, and experienced by, mem s
of Lagoon communities. 1=
Notes, page 93
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NOTICE TO OUR READERS

Due to increased secuwrity at Ameri-
can ports, African Arts has become
subect to unexpacted delays. as the
magazine is printed in Hong Kong

and shipped 1o a distnbution center
Inthe US for malling. This is a cir-
cumstance beyond our control, but
we apologize for the effect this has
on the regularty of publicaton.
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