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Adéagbo

Georges Adéagbo (born 1942 in Cotonou, lives
in Cotonou) has been acclaimed as one of West
Africa’s foremost artists ever since his contri-
bution to the documenta in 2002 - “The ex-
plorer and explorers confronting the history of
exploration”. Following his “discovery” in 1993
by a French art agent, this autodidact’s instal-
lations have been exhibited in Europe, the
two Americas, and even Japan, but remained
virtually unknown in West Africa itself. His com-
missioned works tackle such subjects as canni-
balism, slavery, socialism, religion, war, art, or
mostly male historical personages. He builds his
installations up from artefacts, objets trouvés
from everyday cultures, as well as from paint-
ings and sculptures that he orders from the
sign-maker Esprit or from wood carvers. These
multi-part assemblages are then further struc-
tured by means of handwritten notes, and the
topics he has worked on in Cotonou are varied
at the exhibition space by adding locally found
objects, tales and images, which in some cases
he transports back home and has translated
into other media. In this way the artist-author
commutes back and forth between the conti-
nents with his exhibits before assigning them a
place within the aesthetic space of an installa-
tion — one that is no more definitive than his
temporary, local interpretation of the subject
matter. This elaborate procedure repeats the
historic circulation of peoples, objects, signs,
images, media, and languages, and traverses the
boundaries between continents, epochs, cultures,
classes, generations, arts, and genres with a

breathtaking virtuosity whose seeming effort-
lessness and playful grace reminds us of the
Mannerist ideal of the sprezzatura.

Western art criticism — for there is no other
at present — has lauded Adéagbo’s work for
exemplary paradigms that have become main-
stream during the past decade: hybridisation,
in-between, and translocation. The artist’s
reception - as evidence of a Euro-American

Mama Casset: Untitled, (see p. 23), cf. Mama
Casset et les précurseurs de la photographie au
Sénégal, 1950; 37 photographies, Nr. 36
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older man’s shoulder (see p.17). The composition
creates a careful balance in the similarities and
differences between the two men and circles
round the gentle hand contact. The men atten-
tively watch the procedure for their own iconi-
sation, in full consent with the camera that
transforms them into a double portrait. This is
not colonial photography. Unlike Pierre Verger,
Mama Casset is as good as forgotten in the
West.

Television

Stephan Koéhler drew my attention to the
folds in the blue drapes behind the corpulent
TV newscaster with her audacious hat: they
had not been straightened. The series Rosalinda
and Beauté du diable are Mexican and Brazilian
imports. Most of the news is about Benin, with
just a little information on West Africa and the
civil war in Cote d’lvoire, and even less interna-
tional news, for it is prohibitively expensive. An
advertising spot for toothpaste is backed by a
panorama of New York showing the World
Trade Center still intact. December featured
lengthy table ronde programmes on the first-
ever local elections, held under the motto:
Decentralisation is Democratisation. A film
financed by the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung
teaches fairness in electoral campaigns: it is
wrong to tear down the other parties’ posters
or beat their supporters with sticks. The ama-
teurishly acted scenes are shot front-on.

On New Year’s Eve, President Mathieu Kérékou
addressed the citizens (“Béninois et Béni-
noises!”) with a firm, beautiful voice, urging
them to work and be peaceable. During the
long speech his face was faded out from time
to time to show meditative pans through the
park of the presidential palace. Few households
in Benin have electricity, and televisions in bars
and restaurants are a rarity. Television has next
to no influence on politics, bodies and desire in
public life.

Zemidjan

The moped taxis are called zemidjans, the
drivers zems. The young men wear loose, bright
yellow shirts bearing printed numbers, rakish
neckscarves that give them a piratical air, and
surgical masks or Lufthansa eye masks to protect
them from the fumes. Zemidjans have replaced
the smooth functioning public transport system
of old and, as the fastest and cheapest means of
transport, are responsible for over fifty percent
of the deadly air pollution. While accelerating
and braking, taking the curves around the pot-
holes and dunes, or pitching over the ridges of
sand along the Route des Pécheurs, driver and
driven communicate with the energy and
rhythms of the machines. Zemidjans are cen-
taurs: their torsos, faces and hands are male,
their lower bodies metallic. Their world is one of
constantly flowing motion, daredevil acrobatics,
open gazes, the risky game of driving on each
other’s tails and the competition between these
bold, youthful mythical creatures who mutually
pursue, overtake, and playfully challenge one
another, without ever actually touching or injur-
ing anyone. Showing their solidarity in the hope-
less struggle to survive, they demonstrate the
artistry of a hybrid social body which stakes its
very life as it turns poverty into art. | would have
to have been blind not to recognise this same
artistry in Georges Adéagbo’s installations.
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