
R E V I E W S 

The second Iiiteniatioiial Bieniiial of 

Conleniporary AÍVican Art. DAK'ART 

96. took place Mav 9 - 15 in Senegal. 

The opportunitv to atleiid ihis 

event interested us enoiniuiislv: it offe-

refl no( onlv a fine chance fo see a pano-

rainic view of coiiteniporarv African ai't 

bul also a chance to ol)serve the show s 

í'unction as a nieetiii<í jilace. 

hicreasiiig oiir interesl fm'llier was 

tile fact tlial conlpm|)orai"\- Africaii art is 

central to oiu' work at C/\AM. the 

Atlantic Center l'or Modern Art. as can 

be attested (o by anvone who scans oin' 

schedule or the pages of tliis niagazinc. 

We wonld like to begin this series 

of redections \\'\t\\ ihe pro\ iso dial the 

critical anaivsis of llie aiiiis. expectations 

and resiilts of a culluial show ol ihis son 

shoiiid be approaclied willi bill awaic-

ness liíat whal is bcing deall with is a 

youiig. receiitiv-crealed endeavor. \vhich 

bears greallv on ils conception. defini-

tion and organizalion. 

An event of this tv]3e deinands ihe 

nialuiilv and reflective capacities whicli 

come l'roin experience and periiiils 

correclioiis and iinpi'ONcnienls in con-

cept, choice antl infraslniclure. Di i s is. 

of coiirse. ihe case wilh anv recciillv 

lounded cuhural show, regardless üf ils 

geograj)liic localion. 
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it is clear llial ihe enornioiis ciil-

husiasiii and I he williugiiess to work thal 

were evidenl in the evenl's organizers 

w ill Icad lo verv posilixe residís in the 

iieai' fulnii". 

Al the oiitset. it seems inevitable 

dial we take for granted thal we are 

dealing with Iwo differenl alt i tudes or 

slances (differenl bul reconcilable) on 

ihe inallcí- of addi'cssiug coineniporar\ 

African art . These Iwo views can be 

suinined iip. allow ing for a certain 

ainoiuil of license and geneíalizalion. as 

the Western and the AÍVican \iews of ihe 

Creative processes of the African conti-

nent. 

We should remind ourselves that it 

seems clear and evidcnt o priori that we 

come IVom lolalK differenl backgrounds; 

il is here ihal we ihink il necessar\- lo 

avoid al all cosls the hal;)ilual .Mauichean 

Irap of exoticisin-priinilivisni. looking on 

African art as sonielhing puré in eompari-

sou to Western art and ils siipposed 

legacv as the friiil of coni|)lex hislorical 

and culliii'ai dexclopuienls. We musí get 

rid ofthe.se prejndiees. giveii thal África, 

like l'Juro])e or /\.sia. cai'ries ils own tre-

mendoiislv h e a w culun'al baggage, 

cnuallv rooled in ihe deplhs of hislorv. It 

is impossible and moi'eover absiiid lo li'\' 

to sel up comparative schemes based on 

qualilalÍNC or (|uani¡lali\'e lerins. 

These stateinenls mav seem ullerlv 

obvious, vet we find il opporlime lo 

poiiit oul these issues: in our opinión, 

thev lie al ihe source of inanv conlradic-

lions thal arise w ilh llic anaUsis of arl 

created oiitside ihose doniains traditio-

iiallv reeognized as Western. 

África lodax' is a imilli|.)le realilv, 

iinmeiisc. plural and hclerogeneous: its 

vas! complexity is extremelv difficull lo 

grasp if we are unable lo undcrsland its 

culluial and hislorical co-exislences. its 

anccsli'al aud tribal pasl along wilh ihe 
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MolinniiMl Kiii ' imi (Morocco) 

Viikoinali Owiisii ((iliaiiii) 

assiniilalidiis. sNiillicses. cliaiigcs. cxpro-

pi'iiilioiis. violciicc and (li.sl(irlii>ns 

l)i'<)M<ilil lirsi l)\ cíiloiiizalidii aiid llieii 

li\ llic processes of (Iccdldiiizalion. 

A (Idsc of liiiin¡lil\ aiid Icss prc-

simipluoiisiicss (111 llic paiM (il llic 

\\ eslerii s|jecialiir w ill liclp liiiii (ir lici' 

acli¡('\(' a p(M'spi'(i¡\c licdci' Miilcd Ki dic 

••edücalldii (il liis iir hcr uiidcrsiaiidiii;;. 

()nl\ ¡I wc are capahlc di l i \ ina Ki 

iminci'sp (Hii'.selvcs lii ihc (•(iiiipicliciisidii 

oF sucli aii iminciisc culliiral >pacc can 

wc licfíiii Id üia^p llic paiainclcis . llic 

kcvs and dic cddcs nndciK iiii; llic woik 

df cniíi'iil AlVican ailisls. 

riic rcscai'cli. ciilical aiiaKscs and 

hilcr'pi'clalidiis (il llic liuc c.\pcil> and 

cdniKiisscnrs (if lilis wdi-|d (wlui are. (il 

cdiirsc. llicinsclvcs AlVicans) sliiiiild ¡nc-

\i lali l \ aid ¡n llic pidiiuilidn and pidjcc-

lidii di llic licli crcalÍM' cmrcnln and 

ircnds ¡n liicir cdinincnl. 

\XCslcrii cnllnrc. all l(i(i dllcii pclii-

lanl and iiT a cdlonialisl licnl. cdnlinuc.s 

liAiiif; Id impuse an exeliisixc \isi(in and 

anal\sis of ilie wiirld. il a l \ \ a \ s insists dn 

ils dwn iniallerahle and siiperiiir eodes 

and pallerns. and in so ddinu iinaÜdales 

an\ ollier ciilliiral prddiicl dri<;inalin<j 

(inlside llie di'liiis df ils o\\ n nnderslaii-

diiig. 

Forlinialelv. in diese lasl nidinenls 

df llie cenlniN. iillier culi mal \(iices — 

alsd \\ cslcni — are ecluiing. rcllccliiiu 

and pai'licipaling in llie cxplicalion and 

deleiise di llie ricli cnlimal iimlliplicil\ 

di onr wiiild in lenns di e(|nalil\ iiislead 

df ledidiis palenialisin. 

I iiiis wc are w ilncsscs lo a gldhali-

ziiig phase in cnlliire. in llie sense llial 

wc lia\c liegim Ici adniil llial (iiirs is a 

innlli-cnlliiral real iu . a wdiid wliere lile 

parliciilar and lile singular can liecdine 

llie general and lile inii\crsal. regardless 

(il w lial liappciis in (ir Id llie liisldiical 

cenlers iil liegeiiKinic piiwci'. 

"rile Dakar Bieimial posils i lsel las 

llie • InlernalidiKil Bicimial iil' 

(diilcmporaiN AlVican Arl. ' Tliis kind 

di arraiiücinenl and uoal e\iiices ils desi-

re Id slidw. Iidlli Id Aírica and lo llie resl 

di lile Wdild. lile mosl (airrenl and 

represeiilali\c wiirks ol cdiileinpdrar\ 

AlVican arl. \\ hile lilis is inilialK eiili-

rel\ pdsiiive. il is alsd lioiind lo ils <;ed-

grapliic. Alrican Idgic. and lilis can créa­

le (ir lead lo cdnlradiclidiis ahoiil wliii-

licr diie can deliiie ¿i specilicalK Alrican 

arl. willi ils dwii parliciilar. singular 

graniniar and essence. I lere wc slip diice 

again inlo llie deliale regarding wlial is 

parliciilar and w lial is general in llie arl 

pidduced in a gixcii space or conlexl. 

Tliis l \pe drarg innenl is cdiisianlK 

recnrring in dillereiil conlexls and áreas: 

liasicalK. il rellecis llie enormous diH'i-

(ailly — gi\cn llial on dccasidii diie 

eiilers iiiio die risk\ walers ol' liold coii-

¡ecliire — ol lr\ int; Ici eslalilisli. Iidiii a 

pdsilix islic pcrspecli\c. cerlaiii \c r \ par-

li( iilar argiimenis and general axiiiins. 

Sncli Wdiild he re(|iiired in iirder Id sa\'e 

and liherale lluinghl (pcrliaps inedidcre) 

Iroin conliisidii wlieii e\('r\lliiiig (loes 

iidl appear pcrIeclK lalielled and niider 



(•(iiiliol iirul il is mialjlp to coiitimie on 

it.s wav. 

Can we speak oí n sjieriCicallv 

European. Laliii American, Asian oi' 

Al'rican art? 

Tliat is tlie qiieslion. \X lial wc are 

alilc 1(1 icstÜN. liaNinfí lisleiiecl lo and 

panicipateil iii llic (ieijates fíüing on 

ardiiiid llie Bieiinial. is tiial Al'rican inlc-

llocfnals and arfisls wanl to speak in 

t enns of conleinporarv art and in lenns 

of Creative |irocesses. 

Priniitivisni. exotici.sm or arlisanal 

cralt-iíascd disconrses lead iiowliei'c and 

íiiev ai'e wron<;. simpiistic and impossi-

l)ie to tai<e serion.slv. 

Now. one ol' llie (iiiestioiis to pose 

altoul llic Dakar i5ieiuiial concerns liow 

wc inifíht disccrii wliclher wliat we were 

ai)le lo scc in llic sliow s pa\i l ions reallv 

is the niosl representalive of liie art 

being inade in África lodav. or, better 

said, ol liic art being made t(j(kiv i)\ 

African arti.sts, 

hi oiir \ i e \ \ , the Dakar i5ienniai 

onght to sliixc lo iinprove soine aspects, 

siicii as tiie spjection and presentalion of 

tbe works, thal appareiitiv were not 

prioritv concerns for the Biennial s orga-

nizational apparaliis, . \nd witii ibis we 

wonhl hke lo sa\ ibal in oiii- jiidgcincnt 

tbe selection ol' works ¡tself siioiild ¡ncre-

ase its representalive valncs; inore works 

bv eacb artist shoiild be incbíded, anil 

perlia|js sonic cliangcs niadc in tbe selec­

tion ci'ileria, 

Otir exisling ac(|ua¡nlance witb a 

good nuinbcr of Al'rican artisls of ibe 

highest caliber, affirinetl and corrobora-

ted l:)v tbe continent s own specialists, 

leads lis lo ibink thal wliat was show n in 

Dakar is not wbal we hoped lo fiíicl, 

save oí' conrse for soine intercsling and 

nnporlant e.xceptions, 

Perbaps now is an appropi ia te 

lime lo oll'er soine constriiclive criticisin 

of tbe Biennial, since tbe insliliilion ¡Iself 

will be chargcd wilh ibe lask of insla-

lling tbe incchanisnis recpiired to facilí­

tale an exliaiislixe investigalion inlo all 

thal is laking |)iace in tbe crealive worid 

of tbe African continent, 

We are of tbe opinión llial a inore 

iborongb researcfi and selectioii process 

sboiild be eslablished ibi'ough a good 

working leam stalled l)\ speciall.st 

Al'rican ciiralors, Siicb a team oiigbl lo 

eiigage ¡n dirccl fieldwork, visiting artists' 

spaces, cbatling and ciileiing inlo dialo­

gue witb tbe .specialists of eacb coiiiitrx, 

In ibis wa\ , we are coininced. llic 

results of tbe selection coiild be of hiiíb 

qnabU' and woiild iiol possess ihe see-

iniíigK iieiilial or conlii^cd lone liial we 

coidd sense wlieii looking al tbe works 

exbibiled, 

Along w ilh the al)o\(', il woiild be 

good, insolar as possibilil\ allows, lo 

inakc a gii-ali-r efl'orl witb ibc iiifras-

InicUiral aspecto, aboxc all increasiiig 

tbe Bicnnials exbibilion space. Ibis 

woiild ¿illow eacb aili^l Ncli'cled ibe 

chance lo represenl bis oi' bcr work w ¡ib 

a laiger imnibcr ol pie<'cs wilhoiil inler-

h'ring witb tbe space itsclf, 

W'e can nonetbeless alliiiii ibal we 

saw works ol bigh (|ualil\ and inlercsl: 

in oiir ¡iidgeinciil, ihcsi- incbíded tbe 

works of . \bdoula\ i ' Konalc from .\lali 

(wiinier of tbe (b'and Prize of tbe 

Biennial), .\nkoniali Owiisii l'roin 

(diana, (iicbíiga .\lcck from k c i n a , and 

Paséale .Mailbiiie laxoii, among olbers, 

In geneial, bolh in ibc 

bilcinational Biemiial ol (ioiitempoi'ar\' 

1EB 
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AlVicaii Arl. wliicli \v;i.s localcd iii llie 

lian Cheikli Anta Diop (^oiiKuiiporary 

Africaii Art Museuni. and in tlie 

Exliihition oí' (^oiileinporarv Senegalese 

Arl. sliown in tlie National Gallerv, we 

senscd a somewhat forced crealive 

approach., one whose problematics. con-

eerns and tliemes seenied detennined by 

formal principies oftl ie West. It seeined 

as iC sücli formal langnage were a pana­

cea, tlie onlv wav possible to commnni-

cale or indeed lo '•succeed \ This was. in 

our opinión, lo ihe detriinent ol its own 

formal liberlies of creation. 

Ferlia|is tlie Weslern iniage or 

nivlli of tlie "star" artist. associated with 

success and riclies. exercised a negative 

iiifluence on some Nonng creators. 

Nonetheless. we do tliink tliat prograins 

runniíig parallel to tlie Biennial. siicli as 

the exhibilion of contemporary 

Senegalese art. are iniporlanl: fhey 

enrich the context of the Biennial. and 

allow the observer to feel the enormoiis 

presence and role of art in the culture of 

Senegal todav. 

Warrant ing special menlion is tfie 

Hall ol .Vlrican Design. where we were 

able to see ihe works of several high 

qnality artists: iheir works displavefl nn 

interesliiig niix of formal elenieins l'rom 

Afriean Iradirions and the inodels and 

Ezroiii K(ií;ol)(ikaiivo Legae. (Soiitli África) 

Mdiisiaplia Dinié (Scncfíal). 

tv|)ologies of \X'esterii stvies. Worthv of 

incntion in this regard were (to ñame 

¡usl a íew) Kossi Asson from fogo. 

Sawaio Cisse from Senegal. and Vincen 

Aniian Niameri i'roni tlie l\i)rv (ioast. 

We camiol omit mention of ihe 

individual exiiibitions tlial accompanied 

this Bieimial. outslanding among which 

were those of .\lohame<l Kacimi from 

¡Viorocco and .\'loiisla|.)ha Dinie from 

Senegal. 

Lastiy. we would Hke to acknow-

ledge the extraoidinarv opporlimitv ihat 

visiting this eveiit offered ns: being a 

iiH'cting place loi' artists and spccialists 

from all ovcr África, and from manv 

other conndics in ihc i'esl ol the world. 

onl\ added to the interest of the Biennial 

itself. 

Orlandíi Bi'ilto .hiiinio is (Üiicí' (iuratoi' and 

I lead of lile .\rls Dcparliui'iil (il llie ,\llaiilic 

Center íor Modeni An (CAAM). 

Pliolograplis by Mans Herzog 




