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Georges Adéagbo

A Dimension to Explore —
Georges Adéagbo as a Writer
and Historian

Adéagbo embraces the visitor who
enters his space with a symphony of
paintings, statues, found objects,
books, magazines and dozens of
newspaper clippings. In this ocean of
documents that hint at their identical
multiples existing somewhere else,
Adéagbo’s handwritten texts stand out
as personal and precious original
messages. His handwriting in black
pen is neat and obviously meant to be
easily deciphered, almost as clear as in
a first grade school book.! Similar to
illuminated manuscripts, he
emphasizes the first capital letter of
each sentence with additional turns.
The text papers are mostly A4 size,
never larger, and often cut freehand
into smaller pieces. The arrows
pointing at specific paragraphs serve as
links to objects displayed nearby.
Adéagbo, who does not use computers,
describes them ironically “like the
cursor on your screen.” They refer to
the objects surrounding them, their
relationships frequently encoded, their
references rarely obvious.? Such
contingency is, at first sight, an
illusion: Adéagbo may move freely
from one topic to another, even within
the same paragraph, and the texts may
be displayed feet away from each other,
separated by objects rivaling for the
viewer’s attention, but they still align
like individuals in a swarm, held
together by the artist’s investigative
drive and his analysis of motivation
and behavior.

While creating his daily
installations in his Benin studio, in
hotel rooms while on the road, or
during exhibition installations,
Adéagbo spends most of his time
writing new texts and integrating them
immediately into his visual narration.
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The need for written instructions
seems to arise when he sees one object
interacting with another. The question
of why he writes so much, certainly
more than a thousand pages each year,
might become clear by looking at the
themes he focuses on, the grammar he
uses, and the way in which he
investigates and understands the
world. In his texts Adéagbo weaves
philosophical reflections with episodes
from his personal life, allowing
Christian metaphors to appear without
any claim of faith, historical events, the
relationship between art and nature,
the role of the artist, the political
present and descriptions of encounters
with protagonists from the art scene.
In addition, as Thomas Fillitz described
in his essay published in 2002,
Adéagbo plays frequently with digits
appearing in dates, number plates and
exhibition titles.* Numbers coinciding
sometimes in their fractions, sums, or
reverse sense, become meaningful in
Adéagbo’s world view as links between
events.

In his proposal to Okwui Enwezor,
Artistic Director of La Triennale 2012:
“Intense Proximity”, for a new
installation, Adéagbo wrote: “Un vrai
créateur, ne peut pas et ne pouvait pas
refuser a d’autres de ne pas créer, un
créateur qui sait pour connaitre ce qu’il
crée, pour toujours laisser quiconque
désirant créer, créer..!” (A true creator
cannot and could not refuse to another
not to create, a creator who knows and
understands what he creates, for letting
whom ever who desires to create,
create...!)* This message of tolerance is
relatively easy to understand. However,
already when transcribing this short
passage, the recurring loops make it
difficult to keep track of where one is.
The repetition of the same verbs in
different tenses “peut — pouvait”, the
juxtaposition of similar words with a
slight difference in nuance, “savoir
- connaitre”, and finally, the implied
and repeated imperative, “créer, créer”,
give this passage a spin, an auto-
referential revolution similar to

electrons in a cyclotron, gaining speed
and energy, such as to finally yield a
dynamic matter that can kick thinking
habits out of their routine tracks to a
different state.” To speed up even more,
let’s look at this part of the same text:

Lart et la force de I'art: j'ai a créer et
a créer pour créer, jai pas a parler moi
méme de ma création faite, a créer
pour créer a d'autre de voir ma création
faite, et parler de ma création faite.. !
Création elle est, pour se voir dans la
vie, quelle donne a vivre, création qui
n’a pas de vie et ne fait pas de vie pour
donner vie a vivre, n’est pas une
creation...!

Art and the force of art: I have to create,
and create for creating, I am not the one
to talk about the creation I made. To
create for creating, it is up to others to
see my creation realized, and talk about
my creation realized.. ! [If it is] a
creation, it sees itself in [with] life, that
it gives to live, [and] a creation that does
not have a life, and does not make life to
give life to live, is not a creation... !

The reoccurrence of the words
“créer”, “vie” and “vivre” gives a
rhythmic structure to the text, similar
to a drum beat in a musical piece. It
would be worthwhile investigating the
extent to which Adéagbo plays
purposefully with sound and rhythm
in his writing, or whether the reader
has this experience regardless of the
unusual syntax and logical structure.®
After reading hundreds of texts by
Adéagbo over the years, it has become
clear to me that his thinking is aligned
with the individual rather than the
universal, and with the practical
categorization of elements by virtue of
their similar qualities. As if not
trusting the agreed upon label for a
group of similar or alike objects,
Adéagbo repeats each individual
phenomenon, again and again, adding
attributes that seem totally redundant,
and superfluous.” On the second page
concerning his project for La
Triennale, he repeats “La Triennale

2012, dans la ville de Paris-France..!”
three times. Who needs to be reminded
that Paris is in France? Being a
nominalist excludes the use of
syllogisms, which is the most
commonly practiced shortcut in
Western thinking. The common
properties of the elements of a group
are described, a phenomenon is
declared as part of that group,
therefore it must have the same
properties. I am not sure if this logic
rule, taken for granted and governing
Western sub-consciousness,
necessarily applies to Adéagbo’s
thinking and writing. Being aware that
syllogisms must not globally rule
everyone’s thought-patterns helps
enormously, in my opinion, to
understand Adéagbo’s re- and re- and
redefinition of each protagonist
appearing in his narrations. His
stubborn repetitions of seemingly
obvious facts almost feel like a protest
against the rationally compressed
narration that is abbreviated without
verification of the rules.

How history should be passed on,
oral or written, is one of mankind’s
ongoing questions, and one that comes
up frequently in Adéagbo’s work and
especially in his writing. Again and
again Adéagbo weaves in episodes
from his life, talks about encounters
that were meaningful in both a positive
and a negative sense. He writes the
story of his life in a ritualized and
elliptical way, expecting the reader to
fill in the gaps and draw his own
conclusions. The massive accumulation
of “exempla” drawn from personal
experience, biblical quotation, and the
fables of Jean de La Fontaine, seem
indicators that Adéagbo believes in
Cicero’s often quoted words “Historia
magistra vitae” (History is the teacher
of life). Obviously, Adéagbo plays with
the question of what is a reliable
source, by linking sequences from
related events that others regard as
trivial. The discontinuity in Adéagbo’s
texts is so obvious, such that one could
compare his strategy of resistance to

the continuous discursive structure of
arguments found in Walter Benjamin’s
writings, as for example in his
compilation “Die Urgeschichte des 19.
Jahrhunderts”.® Rather than “stating”,
Adeagbo’s texts — like Benjamin’s
Arcades Project — “point at”
phenomena in an open constellation
and avoid the pit fall of establishing a
closed historical system that excludes
alternative versions of the past and
denounce the Darwinism of tradition.
So far, Adéagbo’s writing was
mostly seen as functional and
decodable only in the context of his
installations. Reading more carefully,
one discovers that the texts have their
own dynamic. They are deep and
dense, idiosyncratic, witty and
disorientating to a degree that they
constitute their own world even though
they are written in the process of
making an art installation. The attempt
to look at Adéagbo as a writer, a poet
and a chronicler, separate from the
context of his installations, suggests
both the need for further research and
the promise of new insights into the
artist’s practice. When applied to the
writing of Adéagbo, an interdisciplinary
combination of methods deriving from
art history, philosophy, literature and
cultural sciences with a focus on the
dynamics between the oral and the
written (for example, the research of
Walter J. Ong or Jack Goody, among
others), might lead to surprising
findings. Last but not least, asking him
to present his texts as a book of only
hand-written pages would become
another type of installation.
—Stephan Kéhler

1 One visitor commented that his style of writing
“closely resembles the French language”, and could
have derived from the way writing was taught in
colonial-era schools in the forties and fifties.
Georges Adéagbo was born 1942 in Cotonou.

2 Kerstin Schankweiler points out in her PhD thesis
on Adéagbo that the fact he insists on most texts in
exhibitions outside France being translated into
English or the respective vernacular languages,
either by Stephan Kohler or assistants, who then
write them in their handwriting, is an indicator for
his concern to reach his entire audience. See Chapter
5.4 in: Kerstin Schankweiler: “Die Mobilisierung der
Dinge. Ortsspezifik und Kulturtransfer in den
Installationen von Georges Adéagbo” University of
Bielefeld: transcript, 2012.

3 Thomas Fillitz (2002): Georges Adéagbo. In:
“Zeitgendssische Kunst aus Cote d’Ivoire und
Benin“. Wien. Béhlau Verlag.

4 Georges Adeagbo, written correspondence with
Okwui Enwezor, December 2011.

5 Schankweiler discusses in her thesis mentioned
above the unusual puncuation in Adéagbos writing,
interpreting the extra ..! and ..? as Adéagbo’s
invitation to the reader to fill in thoughts and
questions, turning his texts into open systems.

6 As a sidenote: When making installations in his
studio in Benin, Adéagbo sings his own songs for
hours with a very precise rhythm, which seem to
bring him into a state of trance.

7 One of my forthcoming projects is to research to
what extent Adéagbo sees the world from the
perspective of a nominalist, and to which extent this
is common or unusual for Western-African culture.

8 Throughout the Passagenwerk, Benjamin
attempted to describe the birth of modernity
through a compilation of quotes concerning
architectural changes in Paris in the 19th century.
He worked in the Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris
most of the time.
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Les artistes et ‘écriture..! (detail), 2014,
installation, mixed media, wall: 430 x 320 x 30 cm,

floor: 285 x 140 x 64 cm, Galerie Barbara Wien,
Berlin, 2014
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Georges Adéagbo is one of the most
radical artists of his generation in West
Africa. He developed a completely
unique form of conceptual art. In his
work, Adéagbo refers directly to the
place and time period in which he
exhibits, and his installation comes
into being. He insists on a research
visit to the location he is invited to
exhibit at. He takes photos, buys books
and the first elements. Back in Benin,
he develops a concept for the show and
commissions paintings and carvings
from his team of artisans. In his yard
he compiles and arranges the objects
into chains of associations. His own
texts and selected images from books
are painted on canvases or plastic tarps
by alocal sign painter. Once ready;, all
of the collected materials are sent to
the institution or gallery in which he
has been invited.

The final phase of his work starts
when Adéagbo visits the place where he
will be showing — in this case, Berlin.
Like an ethnologist, he considers the
living conditions and habits of the place
where “the Other” has been established.
He collects records, books, clothes,
shoes, curiosities from flea markets,
antiquarian shops or simply discarded
materials from the streets and includes
these found remains and relics of
former times in his installation. For his
installation Les artistes et I’écriture ...,
Adéagbo brought together relics from
the former GDR — a kind of vanished
culture — with remnants of Western
culture while freely mixing high and
low culture, i.e. there are records from
Therese Giehse or Bertolt Brecht along-
side Mireille Mathieu or German
pop heroes like Roland Kaiser. All the
materials are arranged deliberately
covering the wall and floor. The formal
and intellectual chains create a non-
hierarchical order of objects: high and
low, African and Western culture,
kitsch meets philosophy — everything
exists simultaneously and together.

Other themes in Adéagbo’s work
include the political indoctrination and
the latent and open racism in the
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media; the politics of apartheid; the
history of the independence of African
countries; the systematization of the
writing of history and the world of
philosophy; being an artist; writing and
learning; and the connection between
education and power. Adéagbo inten-
sively explores his identity as an African
artist and writer in the form of political
questions regarding Africa’s post-
colonial development and the history
of religiously-motivated wars.
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Les artistes et l‘écriture..! (detail),
2014, installation, mixed media,
wall: 430 x 320 x 30 cm, floor:
285x 140 x 64 cm, Galerie Barbara
Wien, Berlin, 2014

The handwritten French text in the
artwork here above reads in English:

“Africa and the African artists of
Africa: Africa has understood itself
under two aspects and forms,
presented and shown, and it presents
itself and shows itself always as such
(the Africa of reality, which speaks of
an ancestry that shows its arm with a
cut-off hand, and the related Africa
that, through its actions, testifies to the
possible presence of the invisible:
Africa with its two faces, it is the two
faces of which not everyone knows..!)
There was once Africa and the African

1«

artists of Africa..!

“The study of artworks of the African
artists of Africa: if one should write
about the artist — how can one write
about the artist..? Very often do art

historians dedicate themselves, while
studying the artists, to the wish, of
which the first utterances of its child-
hood are a sign for its mastership..! In
the smallest, ridiculous sketches, in a
scribble on a school notebook, one
sees the predestination: the art and the
artist..! It is the art that makes the
artist, it is not the artist that makes the
art: in the face of the artworks of the
artist, the art historian is not mistaken
because he sees the intention, and he is
also not mistaken thanks to the
What-Will-Be, which can be seen in
the present and which comes from the
past.”

“Ifé und Benin, the relevant place of
African art: today’s Nigeria”..! Ifé is the
home of one of the largest schools of
sculpture worldwide. The artists work
mostly for the Court of Ooni from Ifé.
There, a craftsman presents his work,
which a dignitary hands over to the
king.
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La porte: derriére la
porte...! Quest-ce qu’il y a
derriére la porte..?, 2012,
installation, mixed media.
Installation view
Triennale “Intense
Proximity*, Palais de
Tokyo, Paris, 2012,
curated by Okwui
Enwezor

This page bottom:

Okwui Enwezor visits
Georges Adéagbo while he
installs his contribution to
the Paris Triennial, April
2012
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Left page top:

Tout de moi a tous, 2007, installation,
mixed media. Installation view at
daadgalerie, Berlin, 1 July-25 August
2007. Photograph: Jens Ziehe, courtesy
Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin

Arranging objects found on Berlin flea
markets and in thrift shops, Georges
Adéagbo’s installation is both a
condensed visual summary of the year
that he spent as an artist in residence in
Berlin, and the commentary of a
cultural anthropologist exploring the
facets of contemporary life in one of
Europe’s capitals.

Left page bottom:

Inverted Space, 2015, mixed media,
226 x280x210 cm. Installation view
Altonaer Balkon, Hamburg, 30.05-
30.08.2015. Photograph: Paula Markert

Inverted Space is the title of Georges
Adéagbo’s installation that reverses

the conventional visitor-space relation-
ship. Instead of entering a room in a
museum, a protected environment
with restricted access, this time the
room is turned inside out, the instal-
lation being protected under a glass
cover that is positioned in public space,
accessible for everybody at all times and
lit up at night. Confronting the viewer
with objects found on Hamburgs, streets

Adéagbo’s exploration and interpreta-
tion of the German city’s culture and his-
tory triggered a reflection on how the
Europeans deal with cultural differences
and react to being the object of anthro-
pological research themselves.

This page:

The Revolution and the Revolutions...!,
2016, found objects, artifacts, texts,
paintings, magazines. Installation view
at Shanghai Biennale 2016
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Venise d’hier — Venise d’aujourd’hui
(The Story of the Lion), 1999, a one-day
installation for the Campo

dell’ Arsenale, June 10, found objects,
artifacts, texts, paintings. Installation
view 48th Biennale di Venezia, 1999
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“Georges Adéagbo in Venice: Artist,
Curator, Philosopher, Friend”!

By Kathryn M. Floyd

“Some things, if you could say them
straight out, will make you a person’s
enemy.

But you can also say them in a
roundabout way and be his friend.
That is what is useful about art.”?

— Georges Adéagbo

What is the difference between an
installation artist’s singular
“assemblage” constructed of diverse
materials arranged temporarily and the
work of a contemporary exhibition
curator who organizes artworks for an
ephemeral display? While the history
of the artist-curator, as well as the
metaphor of the curator-as-artist, has
been widely discussed, the question of
when and to whom these roles are
offered asks us to consider who has the
ability to write the story of a particular
artwork, artist, practice, event, or
discipline. The work of contemporary
artist Georges Adéagbo (b. 1942)
whose complex works straddle the lines
between artwork, installation and
exhibition, and whose processes bridge
the gap between art-making and
curatorship, offers a unique opportunity
to think about the creative powers at
stake in the international art world, in
particular the agency available to an
African artist working in a field still
significantly dominated by “the West”.?
Adéagbo creates projects that are at
once discrete works of art, monolithic
exhibitions and curatorial productions
in order to mirror various powerful
actions and forms. By shifting between
the roles of artist and curator, Adéagbo
has existed both inside and outside the
institutional art world, thereby creating
for himself a position from which to
offer his profound but “roundabout”
critiques of power, but also through
which to acquire real personal agency.
Adéagbo’s ephemeral, site-specific
and thematic installations of found and

sometimes commissioned objects and
images, along with his handwritten
interpretive texts, have challenged and
engaged global audiences since 1994
when he first showed his assemblage
Larcheologie at the Saline Royale
d’Arc-et-Senans in France. But his
artistic practice began years before
this, in the semi-private spaces in and
around his home in Cotonou, Benin, a
place to which he had reluctantly
returned after years of studying

business and law and working in France.

Private philosophical reflections and
attempts to communicate with those
living around him, especially family
members who could not understand
his worldview, his earliest construc-
tions were pathways of elements. He
arranged magazine clippings, used
clothing, bottles, cans, packaging and
other types of detritus linked by
chance and choice along the ground
around his home. From a growing
archive of personally and culturally
significant found objects, these
constellations of disparate elements
became connected through the visual
and text-based associations Adéagbo
constructed for them through his acts
of radical juxtaposition and reintegra-
tion under his own field of logic.
Adéagbo constructed The Story of
the Lion, his 1999 work at the Venice
Biennale and a turning point for both
the artist and the exhibition series,
twenty years ago. But the issues it
raises could not be more current in
2019. From questions of the power of
roles like “artist” or “curator” to issues
of appropriation and reuse, decoloni-
zation, migration, community, human
rights, agency in the public sphere and
the position of art and culture in a
world obsessed with quantifiable
productivity and narrow definitions of
value, the ideas that Adéagbo’s practice
takes up, and the critique they can
offer, remain as relevant today as they
were at the end of the last century.
Perhaps his riskiest, most innovative
endeavour is his sincere effort to use
art to cultivate harmony among people

who may see and understand the world
differently, but who must nevertheless
live in it together. This aim could not
be more urgently necessary in our own
troubled times.

The Story of the Lion

On June 10, 1999 Adéagbo produced
The Story of the Lion, a parallel
exhibition held during the 48th Venice
Biennale in the Campo dell’Arsenale.
In this public plaza, away from the
national pavilions in the Giardini and
just outside the official exhibit of
emerging artists in the historic arsenal,
Adéagbo installed a complex display of
found objects, images and texts.* His
diverse materials — e.g. magazines,
newspaper clippings, books, photo-
copies, photographs, used clothes,
signs, rugs, bottles, cans, cigarette
packages and other types of cultural
detritus — were items he had encoun-
tered on walks around Cotonou.
Whenever Adéagbo saw something
that spoke to him, or whose images or
texts seemed to reference something of
his life’s story, he picked it up, took it to
his studio and incorporated it into an
ever-growing archive of personally
meaningful elements. As a truly global
individual he also gathered souvenirs
on his trips to Europe, Asia and North
America. While most had been sent
from his studio, some of the materials
in The Story of the Lion were also
acquired in Venice, just days before the
opening. Some even referenced the
Biennale itself. The amalgamation of
very different kinds of objects from all
over the world not only suggested
messages of inclusivity and harmony,
but also told of Adéagbo’s personal
journey through life, which defined
him as an artist and human being.
Adéagbo’s exhibitions are almost
always ephemeral and site-specific,
linking his biography to the exhibition’s
location and history. The Story of the
Lion was simultaneously a single-artist,
single-object exhibition by and about
the artist, and an installation about the
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Venice Biennale. From his vast
collection, Adéagbo had selected
objects he believed appropriate for the
Venetian plaza. He arranged them on
the ground in two pathways that
pointed toward the arsenal’s grand
portal whose antique marble lions, like
the Piraeus Lion “appropriated” from
Athens in the seventeenth century,
represent the Serene Republic and its
patron saint, St. Mark.® He also lined
the edge of the adjacent canal and the
perimeter of the plaza with materials,
some held in place on the ground with
small stones, others leaning against
walls. These temporary arrangements
suggested goods arrayed in market-
places or shops in Africa and Europe
where he purchased items to supple-
ment his collection. They also tellingly
evoked the display of objects in muse-
ums, archives and libraries. Finally, the
mandorla-shaped compositions near
the elaborate portal next to a bridge
and under a tree at the back of the
plaza recalled religious altars from a
variety of cultures and geographies.
The paths and constellations of
objects, and the specific materials from
which they were made, formed a
tentative whole in the public space of
the plaza. Through their inclusion in
the exhibition authored by Adéagbo,
they suggested an underlying cohesion,
a set of unseen and unexplained cor-
respondences, parallels, or common-
alities between disparate elements.
What, for example, might a poster of
the Kelly Family singers, an image of
the Pope, and an article about Victor
Hugo have in common? What was
their relationship to the artist’s life or
to the Biennale? That the display
possessed a stated theme (“the story of
the lion”) also suggested an underlying
unity or a hidden narrative to be dis-
covered by the audience. The repetition
of lions in the imagery, from a poster of
“Goliath”, the 1996 European soccer
championship mascot, to a simple
wooden statue, harmonized the vast
assortment and connected it to the site
and its history, specifically mirroring
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the Lion of St. Mark, symbol of the city
and the Biennale itself. They also
connected the work back to Adéagbo
whose name means “one can recognize
the true lion among the other lions by
its crown.” But the full story of the lion
was never completely resolved. Despite
the many connections Adéagbo
suggested through juxtaposition,
proximity and repetition, each element
in the plaza was ultimately only
ephemerally “attached”. Like any
temporary art exhibition or work of
assemblage, the materials seemed to
construct a unified narrative authored
by the organizer, but at the same time
each item retained its autonomy,
identity and independence. Ultimately,
just as Adéagbo had walked through
Cotonou and Venice finding meaning
in the objects he encountered, each
spectator was left to decide the signifi-
cance of these materials or to make
meaning of the disparate elements as
they moved through the space of the
plaza.

Although it was a significant work
installed in an important space, The
Story of the Lion was conceived not by
an established artist as an official work
for the Venice Biennale. Like Gustave
Courbet’s independent “Pavilion of
Realism” of 1855, Adéagbo’s action was
an unofficial parallel exhibition created
by someone excluded from the show
(perhaps by choice), but who wished
nevertheless to occupy a position
outside the central event, juxtaposing
his exhibition with that of the
Biennale. Like many of the corollary
shows that spring up in galleries,
museums and public spaces during the
tourist-heavy, biannual summers,
Adéagbo’s exhibit was envisioned as an
offering beyond the purview of the
official organizers who coordinate the
national displays in the Giardini or
who curate the international group
installations of emerging artists
without national pavilions.” Stephan
Kohler, an artist and independent
curator who collaborates with
Adéagbo, initially proposed to

Adéagbo the idea of an installation
during the Biennale. Planning began
just a few months before the Biennale’s
official opening, which had been
dominated by European and American
art for much of its history. Adéagbo
conceived The Story of the Lion, in part,
to draw attention to the very “outsider”
status of “non-Western” artists at such
events.

Specifically, the installation spoke to
the dearth of African artists represented
at large-scale contemporary art
exhibitions still dominated by Western
curators, artists, critics and visitors.®
The statement was timely. In 1999, the
debate over the position of African
artists in the field of “global” contem-
porary art was at its height. The terms
of the discussion — namely the inclu-
sion or exclusion of African art in the
field of international contemporary art,
the relative relationship of contemporary
African art to traditional Western art
and art history, and questions of
curatorial and artistic “authorship”
and “agency” — were derived from and
symbolized by the conditions of
large-scale group exhibitions like the
1989 Magiciens de la terre or recurring
exhibitions like documenta or the
Venice Biennale. Their broad, trans-
cultural, comparative strategies, the
agency of individual artists at such
“mega-events” and the power of their
mostly “Western” curators to define
trends and value, became key aspects
within the discussion about the relative
position of contemporary “non-
Western” art at the end of the century.

In fact, Adéagbo’s initial position of
independence “outside” the official
Biennale was fleeting. By April, Harald
Szeemann, independent curator and
organizer of the emerging artist section
in the Arsenale, learned of the exhibition
and asked to incorporate The Story of
the Lion into his official selection of
emerging international artists.’
Adéagbo installed his objects in the
plaza on June 9 as originally planned;
however, instead of a one-day action,
his exhibition remained in place for

three days and was inaugurated with
an official welcome to Biennale visitors
and a speech by curator Johannes
Gachnang.'” Most auspicious was the
international jury’s decision to honour
Adéagbo with one of four special
awards. Initiated as an “alternative”
exhibition, The Story of the Lion
paradoxically became the first work of
art by an African artist to win a prize
at the Biennale. An image of Adéagbo’s
installation in the plaza, a photograph
of his wooden lion sculpture situated
beneath the arsenal’s Piraeus Lion,
hung at the Biennale for its duration.
Like the materials he selected, arranged
and displayed, Adéagbo’s seemingly
independent exhibition outside the
Biennale and with it the person of
Adéagbo himself as artist and curator,
was transfigured into a work of art,
both literally and metaphorically, to be
“curated” and installed inside the
central event.

This transition from “outside” to
“inside” suggests that The Story of the
Lion might be considered meaningfully
as both an exhibition of materials cura-
ted by Adéagbo and as an “exhibitable”
work of art made by an artist. The overall
“curatorial” processes and positions he
takes up and his close proximity to
exhibitions allows his works to slip easily
into and between such categories."

He makes this possible through the
multiplicities of meaning that emerge
from his linkages of personal stories to
universal themes, juxtapositions of
diverse materials that communicate
with each other but retain their inde-
pendence, and suggestions of a unifying
theme that nevertheless returns a kind
of authorship to the viewer. It is, there-
fore, not surprising that Adéagbo prefers
the role of “philosopher” to that of
“artist”. All of his works, he says, have
question marks over them."? They are
about art, rather than simply being
works of art.”®* Many scholars analyze his
works and their slippages of meaning
through metaphor because traditional
“readings” of his individual instal-
lations are ultimately frustrated. They

describe Adéagbo as a collector,
archivist and archaeologist — all terms
closely related to the art world. Rarely,
however, do they afford him the role
“curator”, a position that his process of
selection, collection, patronage, thema-
tization, organization and temporary
display strongly mirrors, but which also
upsets the hierarchies of exhibition
organization by putting him on equal
footing with the directors of the
larger-scale exhibitions that now
commission his works.**

Beyond ascribing various metapho-
rical roles to Adéagbo, scholars discuss
works like The Story of the Lion in
terms of a set of key themes. They
consider his disruption of traditional
notions of narrative and use of found
materials as an interrogation of fun-
damental categories of knowledge, infor-
mation, and media. His juxtapositions
of high and low, ephemeral and
permanent, contemporary and histo-
rical, Western and non-Western, and
personal and universal upset tradi-
tional binaries and borders. Writers,
too, focus on the significance of his
complex process, which they compare
to research, archaeology, archiving,
translation, and history-writing,
metaphors that foreground his critique
of our basic assumptions about the
cultural concepts behind these prac-
tices. Some scholars have also found in
Adéagbo’s practice of “recycling” a
critique of Western consumerism and
waste.”” Others point to issues of religion
and spirituality'® or themes of the
African cityscape, a swiftly changing
space of encounter, accumulation and
memory."”

Above all, Adéagbo’s projects may
be seen as commentaries on the relation-
ship of Africa to the West. In particular,
his process enacts a reversal of the one-
directional colonial economy whereby
the West has, from the age of explo-
ration to the period of slavery and the
industrial revolution, to the post-
colonial moment and our contemporary
global economies, continually mined
Africa’s raw materials, both natural

and cultural. In the basic structures of
these exploitative, paternalistic, or
unequal systems, Africa’s resources are
taken to the West where they are
processed into “products”, either to be
consumed by colonizing cultures at the
“centre” or sold back to the colonized
“peripheries”. By reversing the flow of
goods and power “out of Africa”
through his counter-processes, in
which he “mines” Europe, creates a
“product” in Africa, and ultimately
“exports” it back to Europe, Adéagbo
mirrors colonial logic, drawing
attention to its ironies, imbalances and
injustices, as well as to the ways that
the institutions of contemporary art,
including the work of collectors and
curators, is often similarly structured.
Perhaps ironically, his power and
ability to make this point is possible
only because he allows himself to be
seemingly “discovered ” and “exported”
by the very cultures that he critiques,
moved from the “outside” to the “inside”
and back. That this “appropriation” has
also provided him a very real agency in
his own life is also important. The West
may have sanctioned and “saved” him,
making him a now-canonical artist,
but that position also allows Adéagbo
to intervene, reveal its systems and
logics, and expose its failures, inclu-
ding the failure to truly understand
itself.

It is undeniable that Adéagbo’s
processes and forms have something
complex to say about art, exhibitions
and the position of African art and
culture in our “global” world. “Seeing”
Adéagbo as a curator, and his work as a
kind of alternative exhibition, for
example, offers the opportunity to
recognize art world relations of power
and agency, past and present. These
critical meanings, however, are
delivered gently, through proximity
and juxtaposition, rather than
separation and division. As part of his
overarching interest in harmony and
co-existence, Adéagbo rejects the idea
of radically disruptive intervention.
Just as his installation in Venice
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operated through pathways and
peripherally situated assemblages,
rather than impediments to movement
or obstructions in space, Adéagbo
makes his statements “in a roundabout
way” so as not to cause division and
conflict which to him are “the source of
every sin.”® It is through proximity,
juxtaposition, comparison and free
encounter — in short, through indirect
strategies — that Adéagbo offers truths
and the potential for individual and
cultural self-awareness.”” The Story of
the Lion, by moving between exhibition
and artwork, subtly suggests the
histories and realities, good and bad, of
the global art world in which Adéagbo
must operate. But in the end, it offers
something for everyone, allowing us to
see ourselves, if we are able. As
Adéagbo writes, “art is the mirror in
which, when you look at it, you can see
yourself the way you really are.”?
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