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In "Western Artists/ Aí'rican Art'', on view at the Museum for African Art in New York from May 6 to August 7, 1994, 

guest curalor Daniel Shapiro asked 28 conteinporary artists to talk aiaout their relationship to African art. Their written 

responsos -revealing and provocative- have bccome wall texts; and the objects they Uve with and collect (or reíase to 

collect) the vistial focus of tlie show. 

The installation presents the African objects with 14 large format photos showing them in situ, in artists' studios and 

homes. While artisís'own art is not displayed, each contribiited a sniall photo of a representative piece to accompany the 

installation. The wall text further contextualizes these objects, as artists "speak'' abont the significance of African Art, 

addressing questions of influence, spiritual conection. personal identity, the politics of coUecting, the relationship 

between art, the artist and society, and their cultui'a! ties and aesthetic discoveries. Interwoven with these contemporary 

voices are those of previous generadons, likc Picasso, Braque, Derain, Lipchitz ana .lohn Graham. 

The artist-lenders participating in the show are Terrv Adkins, Arman, Mel Bochner and Lizbeth Maraño, Francesco 

Clemente, Elaine Lnsting Cohén, Kurt Delbanco, Mel Edwards, Eric Fischl, Helen Frankenthaler, Nancy Graves, Jasper 

Johns, líUswoth Kelly, Brice Marden, Quattara, Philip Pearlstein, Howardena Pindell, Martin Pnryear, Beatrice Riese, 

Franyo Schindier, Richard Serra, Lorna Simpson, Merton Simpson, Frank Stella, Renee Stout, Richard Tutle, Fred 

Wilson, Terry Winters and Faith-Doí'ian Wriglit. 

"Western Artists/ African Art" not only offers us a rare opporlunity to see what artists collect l)ut also presents an 

important historical "snapshot" -the latest installment in a centnry- long discussion about the influence of African art on 

contemporary artists. 
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FRANCESCO CLEMENTE 

Borii 1952, Napics , Italy; Lives and 

works in New York Cily, Rome and 

Madras, India. 

"My Djeniio; figures j'eiuind me of llie 

Mediterránea]! sky liíat slretclies dee|i 

into África, across die Sahara, mavÍ3e ai 

the wav to Niger and Mali... Tlie terra-

cotTa figures have great luiniaiiit\". a 

sense of humor, a classical spirit, a 

hneage that goes hack lo ihe 

Mediterranean."' 

Terra-cotla figures. Djciiiic ()('()|)ic. Mali. 

f;oll. I'íaiicesi'o Clemente. 

ELESWORTH KELLY BRICE MARDEN 

.Mcn 6 clolli oí woveii and dyed eotlon. I'.wc 

people, Ghana. Coll. Ellsworth Kelly. 

Born 1923 , Newl)urj;h, New York; 

lives and works in Columbia Counly, 

New York. 

"hi 1970 I saw lite exliibition "Die 

Kunst von Schwarz-Afrika' al (he 

ZuT-ich Kutisthaus. It was tile first lime i 

had experiencetj siicji a compi'eliensive 

e.xliihilion of iieaii\ L2()() works fi'oin 

tlie besl collecTioiis in Europe. 1 spent; 

two davs wilh llie woi'k.s... I icalized I 

was at a "sonree , and at tliat moinenl 1 

felt tlial twentiefií-centnrv painting oniy 

"depieled what .Africaii ai'l 

''•pi'esented' . 

Born 1938, Bronxvil le , New York; 

l ives and works in New York City. 

"We seek Africau art lo iiiform oni' lives, 

wilh the same expectations we have íor 

aU art. Mam of die works we collect are 

invoKcd wilh transloi'ming a spirit inlo 

a presence. oi- iid'onn iis of the mvsTeries 

of that spirit. These ideas are central lo 

m\ ow n woik and mosl oft l ie woik 

done by other arlisls that we have 

aioinid lo be seeii. 

Illiislralioíi page 177: .Mask (Koiio) of wdod 

willi acciiiiiiilalioii. Bamaiia peciple. Mali. 

Coll. Brice Marden. 
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MARTIN PURYEAR 

Born 1941 , Washingíon, D.C.; lives 

and works ¡n New York Slate. 

"1 ackiiowledgc aiid reveré iJie power ol' 

ceremonial ohjects íroin Alriea, but what 

I inosllv own are ol)jeel.s of use -tliings 

iiot deliberalelv cJiargcd f'or ritual or 

niagical pinpo.se. yel ueverllieless 

Iranscendiiig íuuctioii lo aeiiieve 

eiioriuous visual power in thcir own 

riírlit." 

Figures ol woud. Lohi pcoplc, Burkiua l'aso. 

Coll. iíicliiud Sena aiiil Clara VVeyergraf-

Serra. 

RICHARD SERRA 

Born 1939, San Francisco; lives and 

works in Cape Bretón, Nova Scotia, 

Canadá. 

"These works do uol lead me lo an 

analvsis oí l'orm l)ul raílier lo an 

aclivity, i.e., lo retliiuk ihe polenlial of 

scul])lure da\ afler day... To expose llie 

tensión iielween my misuse and the 

origina) l'unction eonstitutes a possibility 

f'or me to learn somelliiug uol ¡m|)lled 

by ihe original |)urpose." 

LORNA SIMPSON 

Born 1960, Brooklyn, New York; lives 

and works in New York City. 

' i í'irsl became interested in using the 

masks, liinny enoiígh, becanse of an 

exhibition I saw at the (¡enler for 

African Art, at its oíd space uptown. It 

slruck me as a peculiar exhibition, 

wliich incorporated devices sucli as 

Icnses to view particular objects from 

spefific angies, and text lliat informed 

the viewer how to interpret the gestiires 

displaved as well as the inteiU of these 

objects makers . The iinpression I lefl 

with was not of the actual objects Ijut of 

the same oíd ilifficuhy of presenting 

sticll objects oiitside iheir context. wliile 

also ignoriiig the problematic of gallery 

/nuiseum spaces and tíieir relationsliij) 

historicalb' lo ihese objects. i then 

woiidered abotit an exhibition thal 

would í'ocns 011 an iiidix idiial s 

relationshi|) to these objects, wliich are 

based in ritual parlicipalorv 

performance. So the idea of 

photographing I he backs of the masks 

became a wav of gettiiig at llie idea of 

how one constructs oneself, how one 

does or does not liave access lo a 

particular ciillural pasl, or for tiial 

mat te r bv what means does one 

consiruct oneself." 

Mask ol wüod, ScuiiCo people, Mali. 

(ioll. Loma Sinipsou. 

FRED WILSON 

Born 1954, Bronx, New York; lives 

and works in New York City. 

•'In a \'ai'ietv of conversations I ve liad 

over the years with stiidents, collectors, 

and ciirators about African art, the 

words "rcab and "fake" are used to 

describe objects made below the 

Sallara. 10 me ihe terms "real ' and 

• 'fake' are nebuloiis terins speaking of 

African art. Real what? Fake what? 

These simplistic terins are used to 

iinderstand verv coni]:)lex siibject. Saying 

an African object is not "real" 

presumably means "'never having been 

used or intended for use in a .spiritiial 

wav", i.e., made for the t rade. As more 

and more objects from decades past are 

slipping into tliis category, a retliinking 

of lilis terní "real" is in order. How 

"real ' ' is a so-called "real" inask or 

shrine figure when not in 

spiritual/ceremonial use? When i t s on a 

bedroom wall or in a Plexiglass displav 

case...? I never use African objects in iny 



work that have a specific spiritual 

history or tliat have a valué for their 

visual power or beauTv. My intcntion is 

uot to destroy an object tliat has real 

meaning in terins of either an African 

context or a Western context. I am, 

however, aware and concerned with 

their synibohc meaning—in relalion to 

their African past or tiieir 

American/Europcan present." 

PMOTOS COI H•rI•.S^ PACIDA W E B S T E R PUBLIC 

RELAI'IONS, NEW YORK. 

Mask oí wood and cowrie shells íroiri Dan 

people, Gabon, wiih clolh allachment by 

Wilson. Coll. Fred Wilson. 

Mask, Kulia, Zaijc, wuod, cowiie sliclls, pigiiieut and liair. H. 14 1/2 in. Coll. Eric Fischl. 

ERIC FISCHL 

Born New York City, 1948. Lives and 

works New York City and Sag 

Harbor, N.Y. 

I have always í'elt a little uncomfortable 

with artists who borrow í'rom other 

cultures to solve formal problems in art. 

I don't believe in the practice or the 

valué of separating form from content, 

which is exactly what happens when you 

take from other cultures. And though 

this has been an essential strategy of 

modernism I don't think that it has 

ultimately worked to our advantage. I 

mean, after 100 years you have now an 

art world in which the larger culture 

does not particípate, and you have many 

more artists than audience members, 

and many more art objects with almost 

impenetrable prívate meanings or 

tedious academic formalisms. So much 

contemporary art leaves one with a 

feeling of estrarigement, and this 

technique of appropiation has a lot to do 

with thal. 

179 




