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Abstract

My research explores the notion of ‘art as process’ and ‘exhibition as process’ by examining the difficulties
which an inter-disciplinary and international group of individuals encounter, when attempting to put into
practice contemporary theory swrrounding the politics of representation. The research examines the creation

(initiation and implementation) of the africa93 visual arts programme, which was staged in Britain in 1995 as

part of africa95: A Season Celebrating the Arts of Afiica, and within that, the africa95 Pamoja International
Sculpture Workshop, held at the Yorkshire Sculpture Park. The focus of the research is the case study of
twenty sculptors and one photographer, who participated within the Pamoja Workshop, with particular
attention being given to the Makonde sculptress Reinata Sadhimba. This reveals how the contexts in which
these artists found themselves - ‘context of creation’ or ‘context of exhibition’ - directly affected how they

presented themselves and their work.

The credibility of the artist-author is paramount. It is the significance of this credibility that lies at the heart of

my thesis.

The case study suggests, first, that the Pamoja artists spoke most fieely about their lives and work within their
own creational context at the workshop - while they were making their work - rather than within the
presentational contexts provided by the africa95 VAP - exhibitions, slide shows, conferences. Second, the
artists® preferred mode of communication was narrative, through which they were able to express most fully
their relationship with their work. Third, it was only after being aware of these narratives that any significant

shift in perception began to take place within their audience.

As [ explain in the Introductory paragraphs on pages 11-17, I have chosen to set out the major sections of the
case study in narrative form. I have also adapted the other sections to this style of presentation. This
presentational device allows the artists’ contributions to take the lead, whilst simultaneously acknowledging

academic thought processes within the context of practice.

The Pamgja sculptors - from eleven African couniries, the USA and the UK - produced bstween them over
120 works during africa95. This paper is also a record of the substantial body of work, the majority of which

has remained in Britain, and of the narratives with which the artists’ described their individuality in this work.
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“It’s rude to interrupt when someone is speaking”

Standing in a place where the heat of the sun stifles the breeze; where the dust of dry clay
embraces crumpled plastic bags clinging to damp forms; where the smell of newly felled wood
and rich clay mingles with adhesives, cigarette smoke and the remains of a chilli con carne;
where the prominence of power tools punctuated by bursts of laughter challenges the air
waves, harnessed by the rhythm of a Gypsy Kings’ soundtrack; where through misted windows
the distant sprays of limestone are chased by metal blades to play in the energy of the day;
where figures huddle over actions of chipping and sanding and scraping in the excavation of
texture; where visor covered forms wield hungry chain saws and from the safety of the cabin
direct metal arms to lift and drag and manoeuvre the creation of things to come; where

smiling, pondering faces stand back... then forward, to examine the vision of their thoughts.

In the midst of this storm of senses, a fifty-year-old sculptress captivates with stories in the
telling: her body is engaged in a stimulation of movement that blurs the edges of ChiMakonde
sounds and summons life through the presentation, the evocation, of her imaginings. Her
gesturing entices the anthropomorphic clay forms to slither and amble and scurry across the
space to where they may chatter quietly with each other, whilst their colleagues’ new lives are
sent to tickle their elders through a teasing of giggles; to chastise their unborn children through
the membranes of their bellies; to groan and holler with the pain of overindulgence and to
weep gently for the terrors of dead babies. As this life of stories seeps through the spaces of
our vision, the mother of generations begins to command our attention, as her daily growth
forces our gaze onto the tumbling of actions spilling from her body - each one being
interrupted by the exploits of the other. And after the Ujamaa of tellings have been summoned
to play with our imaginings, the celebration begins... and cannot end, until the last of the

dancers’ gasps for breath.

By beginning my thesis with this image of Reinata Sadhimba at work, my intention has been to convey a
sense of the creative context in which the Mozambican sculptress worked during the africa95 Pamogja
International Sculpture Workshop (Y orkshire Sculpture Park); as well as to provide the reader with an insight
into how Reinata perceived her work and communicated these perceptions to her audience. It is the

significance of this image that lies at the heart of my thesis.

By beginning my thesis with this picture, this image, of Reinata Sadhimba at work, and then to stop abruptly,
my intention has also been to illustrate how the moment a story is interrupted one is often lefi feeling

frustrated and with a desire to develop the story/image on offer. Such a presentation is problematic, because




it interrupts the artist and denies the artist’s stories an opportunity to be heard.'

My research is an examination of the context into which artists such as Reinata Sadhimba were invited to

represent themselves during the africa95 visual arts programme; and how such artists were able to represent
themselves and were listened to within such a context. This examination first shows that curators, art critics
and academics are most articulate, most able to speak about works of art, within the context of exhibition;
whereas artists such as Reinata, are most articulate, most able te speak about their work, within the context of
creation. Secondly my study shows how the language used within the context of exhibition tends to promote
notions of collectivity and sameness, thus denying the individuality of the artist and his/her work; whereas the
language used within the context of creation, tends to promote notions of individuality and difference, and

thereby engages the reader in a celebration of the individuality of the artist and his/her work.

For Reinata the most important aspect to her work is the conceptual imagery associated with her material
creations. She does not consider her work to be static vehicles encapsulating a particular thought, or as
inanimate objects to be focussed on for their aesthetic characteristics and/or cultural distinctions. Rather, each
of her creations is a heuristic device - representing a moment in the telling of a great story, or to trigger the
telling of a magnificent tale. To miss this point is to misrepresent Reinata and her work. To dismiss this
distinction as being of little value or interest within academic circles, currently engaged in a consideration of
non-western art forms and the creation of a language by which to discuss such work, is a deeply troubling

perspective.

When Reinata came to Britain for africa95, many art critics, curators and academics were using the generic
language of contemporary theory, to consider the work produced by African artists. Simultaneously they
were demanding that the voices of such a category of artists be heard. Yet, many of these africa9s
discussants did not visit Reinata whilst she was in London, or during the time she was working alongside
twenty artists, who had come to participate in the Pamoja Workshop. Thus, the collective actions and claims
that ‘one must listen to the artists’ voices,’ or ‘artists such as Reinata have been invited to Britain so their
voices may be heard,” were therefore not particularly useful to the artists themselves. Indeed they could even
seem rather odd, if one considers the differences between what such individuals appear to be saying and what

they appear to be doing.

A focus on the creative process provides a wealth of material that is often ignored within the world of

exhibition. The significance of such research is that it provides an insight into an artist’s relationship with

'+ ..the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author’ (Barthes 1977:148). The presentation of an artist and his/her
work within the current context of the British art gallery, encourages the visitor to create their own story through the associations they
make in their assessment of seeing and their prior knowledge. The danger with such a presentation, such a practice of interruption, is it
often ends up stifling the very thing it purports to achieve, the very thing that often attracts the audiences to the art gallery in the first
place: the celebration of an artist’s individuality and the individuality of the artist’s creations. For instance, a presentation of Reinata’s
work that includes a brief caption stating Shesani or Ujamaa, may trigger some visitors to narrow their field of interpretation to that of the
spirit world and concepts of unity, as held by the Makonde people of Mozambique, wha have been influenced by their Tanzanian
neighbours. Yet, even with such prior knowledge, the visitor’s understanding of her work has very little to do with the experiences and
individuality of Reinata; very little to do with the stories she tells about her material creations.
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laugh... shocks them. She employs the use of wit, pathos, humour and sexual innuendo. Taps into fear. She
adapts and reformulates her imagery. Even creates a new tale, if that is what is required to persuade her
audience that her tale is magnificent, one they have never encountered before... highly original... remarkable.
Within the domain of inter and cross-cultural negotiations, Reinata accomplishment is considerable.
Reinata’s experience is that most individuals she encounters seek to challenge her ability to persuade them of
her goal of recognition. After witnessing many of these encounters in action, I have come to learn these are
the relationships that end in the greatest laughter on the part of both parties — when the audience
acknowledges Reinata’s desire. It is not Reinata’s intention to upset or to aggravate her audience. Her desire
is to be remembered as the creator of a highly original experience. It is not Reinata’s intention to discuss the
minutiae of detailing associated with her work. Her aim is to achieve recognition for her ability to create an

extraordinary piece of conceptual imagery. To miss this distinction is to misunderstand Reinata’s project.

This thesis seeks to reveal the danger of a perception that is primarily based on a glance — looks tribal, speaks
English differently — whether it is in relation to an artist or his’her work. How the africa95 Pamoja artists
were perceived during their visit to Britain directly affected how their contributions and their works were
considered and valued. The credibility of the artist-author is what lies at the heart of my thesis. The
perception the reader has of the creator is paramount. For instance, if an author were to write: “Is 1 -+ 2 really
equal to 3 77 the statement may be understood and assigned differing values, depending on the reader’s
perception of the speaker; as well as upon the reader’s awareness of differing perspectives. One may
conclude that the author is unaware of basic mathematics. Or, that the author is addressing a higher level of

questioning of the concepts 1, 2 and 3. The distinction between these interpretations is significant.

Moitshepi Madibela was one of the twenty sculptors who worked alongside Reinata within the Pamoja
Workshop. As with Reinata, to judge Moitshepi and his work purely for their aesthetic characteristics or
cultural distinctions would be a misrepresentation; and, more importantly, would deny his conceptual imagery
an opportunity to participate within the discussions relating to the significance of non-western works of art.
As with Reinata, Moitshepi was not fluent enough academically to be able to overtly flag his knowledge of
particular theoretical models, or to manipulate the vocabulary in practice within the international art world.
However, when he spoke of the concepts relating to his work, it became apparent that he was not only aware
of the complexity of peoples’ experiences, but was also able to offer a valuable contribution regarding, for
instance, issues of perception and belief. The focus of Moitshepi’s work was on the transmission of AIDS
within Botswana and on the tension that exists between the value assigned to scientific explanations and those
advocated by traditional medicine men. His work illustrates a sophisticated awareness of the complexity that
constitutes an ideas contact zone; and under what circumstance people come to shift their beliefs. This issue,

as we shall see, lay at the heart of the africa95 project.

This thesis seeks to reveal that artists such as Reinata and Moitshepi have an important contribution to make
within the body of literature and thought, which is currently focussed on the project of creating a vocabulary

and language by which non-western art forms may be considered. Reinata and Moitshepi offered their
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audience during their visit to Britain: the opportunity to come a little closer to perceiving the world from a

different perspective; and to consider a presentational style that represents this perception.

Since undertaking my fieldwork, whenever I encounter Reinata’s work, she always appears... At first she
crouches down to gently reposition her clay forms. Then after a clap of her hands and a call of “Reinata
Makonde, Reinata Makonde,” she entices her creations to sip water from their gourds, stretch their bodies in a
yawning of morning flatulence and giggle with the smiles of stories to come. Enjoying this spectacle she
offers me her hand and encourages me to join her celebration; to follow her footsteps and chant “yambone,
yambone, yambone lisinamu” (good... sculpture). In the midst of this activity, as our performance gains pace
and my heart begins to pound with Reinata’s laughter, her creations mischievously flick water at each other

and jostle for space amongst our feet. And as [ pause for breath Reinata begins her narrative...

Introduction

To me, the whole journey through the creative experience is like going on a walk. What you
see and experience on a walk is the point of taking the walk, as much as where you finally

reach.

The aim of my thesis is to explore the notion of ‘exhibition as process’ and ‘art as process,” through focussing

on the characters, issues and events associated with the africa95 Pamaja International Sculpture Workshop,

which was staged at the Yorkshire Sculpture Park as part of the africa95 visual arts programme (VAP). My
examination of the process of creation and presentation of works of art, within this context, reveals that the
presentational spaces and language employed within the art world in Britain, during the latter part of the

twentieth century, can often obscure the significance of an artist’s work.

The africa93 VAP provided a potentially ideal environment within which to examine the difficulties with
which an inter-disciplinary and international group of individuals are faced, when attempting to put into
practice much contemparary theory surrounding the politics of representation (see Karp & Lavine eds. 1991).
My research into the creational context (the production stage) of the africa95 VAP, would allow me to
examine the dynamics associated with the creation of a project whose publicly stated intentions were to raise
cross-cultural and international awareness through the application of contemporary theory. While the theory
acknowledges that there is a multiplicity of world views and therefore encourages individuals to put forward
their own representations, people often find it difficult to express their particular world view and are left
feeling dissatisfied with the presentation as it is realised within the theory’s constraining context. This is
particularly so when dealing with representations that enter a cross-cultural domain. To establish the
problems and their origins I decided tc focus on the process involved in the formation of these

representations, since the majority of peoples’ experiences lie within this process.
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