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The individuel, ithe collective and the unlversal guality in the

art of Black Africa and Europe

1. Colombo md Liasabon

In the written history of mankind we are recognizing two maln re-
lationships between the peoples of the Orient and the Occident:
martial altercaticn, crusades and expedltlonsz of destruction, enter-
prise of trade and of world trade. In many, indsed 1n most cases,
the two relaticnships forma dislectle unity stemming from the one
end only will to gain merkets and indght. The industrial countrics!
political and economical urge to expand brought thelr technical

apd sclentific achievements like a late gift of the danaf to all

* parts of the earth. Human elvilization, however, is not suropels

gift tn the rest of the world, 1In the depth of the ages early eocul-
tures were emerging anﬂ high eultures were devel opping when ﬂurnﬁ%
was still living in barbarious conditions. 2
in our timesthe great liberation movementspf peoples living outside
of medern clvilization began to merge and sre - in analogy or in
touch with the socislist revolutions - aiming for liberatien not only
from colonisl bondege but also from Lh? eéonomical exploitatlion of
neoimperialism.

In the early sixties, when reknown sciﬁq}lsts end tultura] workers
cangrcgated in Vienna for “"european Discussions", I habe pointed cut
in my; lecture on "the unity of the world in the vision of art™ that
such a congregation wuél!mitaﬂ in scope. No relevent problem of
society snd culture could be sclved in terms of an isclated Burope.
Shadows of paneuropean recollections hovered sbout these discussions.

ﬁtn:ian idess or melancholic thoughts of murope as saving angel of

elvilization lingered on.
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The hegemonistice systems of the ocecidental world were built upen a

political and in more recent times inerecasingly sconomic basp., Thera

is no doubt, however, that these systems are slso effective in the

realm of culture and erk. 1t 1ls required, thersfore, in thls area

a5 well to revise the interpretation of yesterday which wasﬁhc ex-

pression of cld constellstions and meinly written in the spirit of

an europooentrlc outloock.

The eentral topic of the Assembly of the developping countries in

Colombo was bent on therefision of an cutmoded hegemony of the

industrial countries and an economic rule being more just.

Would it be unjuﬂtifiud'tu say that the toplc of the AlCA-meeting

al Lisssbon is serving thes purpose of finding a rule and apprecistion

of eculture doing mere justice to the so-called art of the primitives?¥
Three years ago the ALCA summoned to Zaire an extraordinary meo-

ting dedicated to the art of Africa, Then as now the attention is

focussing for the first time on african art, i.e. on its significence

for modern art.

+f the policy of non-alagnment 18 & NECESSATY and active instrument

of the peoples! sntiimperialistic fight to liberate the @evelapping

part of the world from discrimination and exp.loitation, then ihe

spiritual superstructure of this fight ls s revision of the cultural,

aesthetic hegemonism of Eurcpe and the western world.

The recognition that these peoples take part in culture on a world-

wide level iz opening new dimenslons of the eguality of rlghtsz and

of the world as a whole in the vision of art.

2+ Hevision of art history

A short time ago the first of slx volumes of the "Propylaen History

of turope" has been published, This will be a set of books genera-
ted by the reactionary conception of Waldemar Besson who found that

there was "no world history ocutside of rurope” .
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This eurcpocentric conception has been carricd on even after the
auther's death in 1971. However, art historles have been written
in majﬂrity:éucording to this notion. A successful world history

of art, translated into many languasges, is written by the german-
american art historian Horast W.Janascn. Of 500 pages the suthor de-
dlcates 50 pages Lo the renaissance, 10 pages deal with the art of
Africa and the Peeific, and In the appendix India, the Far ecast and
nrecolurbian art are covered on 4 pages. These are not examples
picked out at random but exemplary cases of a situatlion which calls
for a different way of %fnating the art of afrlcan peoples.

There sre of course important histories of art dealing with the art
of all pecples. But these too have not as yet taken up the changes
which the political structures have really undergone and did not
sulficiently take into sccount the most recent results of sglentilfi
researith.

In our century the human being is seeing 1ltsell in ;aallty and
int e mirror of art in a basleally different way. A sclentific

. historical appreciation snd a synthetlic summary of all spaces snd
times is required: the revision of the europocentriec hierarchy and
outmoded scales of values: re-examination «f changing notions in
art, the sporeciation of art and its works as a comprehensive proceoss
in which the se-called primitive &rt?gge art of non-eurecpean pecples
are not deslt with in addition to the cceidental realms of enlture,
but as parts having equal rights and equal value: art as & universd

phenomsn, &s ﬁnity of social, spiritusl and sesthetic tranaformwations

3. Proportions end magic of the african art in the reception of

modern art

The political subjection and acquisition of african territeories
nappened in a time when ethnography and art history were still fully

europocentrically orientnted and could not apprehend the significa-
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tiem of primitive art. Governmental and missicn's schools agaravated
the Africans! feeling of inferiority. The posszillities of life and
development ;ﬁpnnrnd to consist sclely in following the civilization
which was brought from Burope and to sovera the tles with onels osn
past. in the year 1lo79 the Musée d'sthnographie du Trocadero was
opened ag first collection of nfnn-curnpn&n art.

The essays of Leo Frobenius published at the end of the 19th century
on african rock-art beleng to the sarly endeavours to draw the world's
gttention to african art. His most important works, however, [ollowed
in the 20th century and were considered at the ti.e, end for rather
a long time, with mingiv;nga. One was not willing to believe in the
author's message that there was human creativeness in.this "dark"
part of the world.

Towarda the end of the I1vth century a tide of enltural pessimism
took over in Eorope, generatine in the consciousnezs of the artists

a Tierce rebelllion sgainst the climate 4 the rlaing technical eivi-

ligation. They turned to the imsges of pr%pe?al times and the world

of srchaic shapes which was corresponding to their urge to penetrate

the external nﬂn-mysturiuus-lbnk of things and to put kXkx eszence in
place of kkx sprearance. The art of the primitive peoples and the
mask in their centre had a significant function in the vital renewal
of eurcpean art and lead at the same time toa rupture with the
existing, tradition: Psul Gauguin's voyage to the Antilles (18657 )

was the prelude to this change.

Apparently Peblc Pleasso 1s the most consistent witnessz to the
experiments of ereating new cosmogonles, day-myths, out of the en-

counter with the early cultures. in his work we can extremely well

recognize how great the adventure is In whieh the artists of our

century are engaged. Plcasso, with his refined sensofium, has revived
the antigue heritage, has Infringed on the eurcopocentric tyranny and

procured adrittance te the contemporary will of shaping for all
cultures: for the iberic-archeic and the pre-romanic shapes, for Xie
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the denocmic myths of the ¥inotaure, for the chant of the Filgures

on attic vases, for the mediterrean light, ths dark world of Africats
idols and thé demoniac ouallity of precolumblan deitlies. In Pleassols
sketehes of female nudes for the composition of figures "Les Demoi-
selles d'Avignon" the optics of Cezanne, the recollections of iberie
forms of Tigure and the magic power of negro masks are congrefeting.
The imnste instinet snd the guick understanding of this artist were
able te £i1l the spacel!s architecture of transposed reality-Torms
with the tension and intensity of fetishes.

The plain surfaced simplification of shape ard the demonic substance
\ -

\ of the Tfamsle mudes are £illed with a foreign and tamed - but seeming-
1y heterogenous spirit of archaic and magic renges. The so-called
negro-phase in Flcassols work, however, is fully achisved in analyti-
cal cubdsm only.

Haré, for the firzt time in modern art, the mask face of Afrieca is
used to nourish the masterly emptied Torms of eivilization's art

with the saps coming [rom deop-rooted shaping instinet, Initially

At is less of an intrusiom Yy the art forms of thnbrimitive TAces
into the artlist's aeathetic cnnscluﬁsnaan and more of a convergency
of hiz aiws and experiments with the art of the primitives.

African art wes gaining basic impo%tuice in the development of
moedern europesn and american sculpture. Dirain, Vliaminek, Schmidt-
Hottluff, Fechstein, Kirchner and the other painters of "the Bridge"
were moved by the emblems of its forms and the abrupt lend of the
erude colours. Wheress the masks of Afriea embodied princliples of
forms for the cﬁbiatﬂ, the artists of the Bridge-cirele went beyond:
with the masks and earved beams of the primitives the exotic world
wa%bruught into their workshops as part of their style of 1life.

Modigliani has been very much stimulated by the vigor of negro

soulpture. His solemnly stylized oval female faces stemming from

Brancusi csll to mind the masks in the dances of the african secret
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clans Senuflo, Baule and Fang.
Jacgues Lipchitz belongs to the masters of modern art who cerried
along the préﬁiuus luggage of their ereative Inspiration when they
fMed from the berbeyy of the Third Heich to the USA. He had over-
come tho orthodorxr cubizm but was retalning the rogularity of its
simplifying pleture architecturing and organizing rhythmes. Some
of his sculptures are bearing something of the vegatative phentasztic
end the primitive forms of african negro idols and South Pacifie
sculpture.
Max srnst created enigmatic archetyplecal forme whilck have been lifted
from manyfold caved-in substrata of consciousness Inspite o the
dispulsing ironical namings. The bronze sculpture "The King plays
with the Queen" stands in the garden of his housze in Huismes. The
horned btust of the klng whose arms clutch the smaller Tigure, evolies
the.magin of Africa's Images. 1t is almost irrelevant if Max EKrnst
visualized the western Sudan's Senufo tribes! masks with bull and
bird when shaping this sculpture. For hlm, works of the primltlive
-gultures are objets trouveés out of the reslm of drives and instincts,
bullding blecks of the %EEcununinus which are unified with the
superconscious experiences of a later age to become creatures of
enkarged opblc reslity.

conalsts
The teaching of proportion valid since Greece/in seeking & synthesis
ﬂf.nuturﬂ} anatomy and poetic ideality. The teaching was allve from
Polyklet to Lecnardo da Vinej, Yrom Duerer to this day. Only by the
encounter with the propertion of Afriea apd ﬂuggf:" suropean art
Ficasso and Henry Moore became possible.

For the avantgarde of turcpe the culture of black Africa was of

Lsacis

significence due to lts vitelity znd strengﬁh of forms vwhich brought
itensity and 1ively tension o the mesterly lifeless forms of eurcpean

art.
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lj. Art of preindustrlial peoples.

The artists n} the primitive root in rellglious mythical Imaginations.
The anonymous artista heMe the feeling of being links in an infinite
lineage and are identifying themselves with thelr work. The primitive
gseulptorerd 1s less endeavouring to shaps th%ﬁanrnallf vialble than
lts interior signification. The African natural religiom which 1s
kindred te the "soul matter” and the imaginatlions ot Mana in Folyne-
gin, inspires the artist to produce ritusl seculpture in veneration

ol pods and ghosts aﬁd the cult of the dead. Ths impenetrable restraint
cha taut slmplieity of the plain surfaced and dynamicelly tamed matter
lhe iz shaping lends the idols and masks their magical radiasncy. fin

- overall walld gusallty of these masks is thelr belng elementary compact
;nd sculpturally cuncelved as homogeneous. All forms grow of the
orgenic structure of the material. It is the primeval rhythm of na-
ture's eourse which is lingering on in these mask-images and endows
them with the power of superpersonal and emigmatic emblems. Masks are
figurations of creed and their artful shape lends duration to the
transient pieture of the sublime. They are projections of super-
terrestrial powers,summarized in ritual Images.

Is it nowadays still poasible to pﬂnatr&te into the apirit of their
being amd to comprehend and Interpret the masks, detached from their
rites? As vith the icons of Byzantium and the stalned gleas windows

of gothlie cathedrals we seek approach to their iconographic meaning,
but to the sﬂme.cxtent we wvalue them in aesthetic terms as objets dl'art
The main regions of masks belong to thekastafrican spheres of culture:
the tribes of NHigerls, Joruba,; the old cultural centre Benin and the
pecples of the Gold anﬂ-{vary coast and still farther on unto the
Congo basin and Angola. African mask dances as punishing and organizing

powers enter into the cult of the desd, Into fertility and initiation

rites.
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The pewers Lo be inherent in the masks called for high perfectlon of

shaping. The maskmaker produced the mask according to traditlonal

precepts lor E apeciel occasion. He was working within a fixed Ganon,

Lhe mask was to egusl & certain Ilmagination of certaln deities and to

be recognized by all.

A cherished sccret knowledge passed on by the fathers was at work

when producing from lifeless material the shape which was going to

emanate power and to give 1ife. To thiz effect the perfection and
intrinsic vigour which today we use to call "art" was required.

The primeval masks have not been created with artistic Intentions:
IIIt.he;l.r served ritual purpnséa, as does all early art. Their intrinsic
Hvalau was their magic effect. What is woving us In the artwork of

early perlods is not abllity which became obsolete in the course of

technieal developrment, but the message it is still retalining! the
interior imagination of things - not their exterior likeness.

The masks cof primltive races were created by collectively creative

tradition as 1mp1cment5#f cult. The imaginary visuality of the mask

turns into a work of art when the material gets transparent and idea ar
mattaqpcsult in a apirituonl replity which inspires emction and poetry.

The primeval urge to bring down to earth indefinable and metaphysical

Torces, to grasp them in visusl forms, valled for desepest empnthy and

perfect imagery.

5. Idols and fetishes in the workshops of suropean and Amerlean
artists of the 20th century.

The return of European and Northamerican artists to the fetlshes

and idols of pfi%itivﬂ man 15 reflecting the crisis of soclety and

art in the age of secionce. 4 modern iconography of desperation is

coming Torth., The dark way without prospeects leads from Hefka to

Beckett. Poets, palnters, sculptors, philoscphers, musicians of

non-perspectivity and the absurd are sparsely populating the desert
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country of modern civilization and put en a final pley. Han in primeval
times was deeply shecked by the =zpparently tangled and chaotie happe-
ning= in natuéé. Today, insplte of - and perhaps on eRccount of - atemic
fisaion, eybernetics and the diapatch of rockets Into the unlverse,
man 1s living in the tangle of an enlarged new reality which to him

is by no means less obscure and easler to cope with.

Kodern art, fh imagery mnd figural signs, dlsguised in the costiume

of the 20th century, bears in wany aspects & resemvlance with the

initig)l and early ages of mankind.

The arrogance of e mechanistic bellel in progress saw in any emanci-
xputinn from the basie model installed since the Henalasance a relapse
lof urt into "barbary". "Urnngi‘ und "kxistenzangst", however, have
their apnalogy on different levels of consciocusness: pre-perzonal and
post-personal symptoms of social existence are touching each other.
The magician - artist of Africa which by getting in toueh with indu-
striasl scelety sné modern bechnology is uprooted anlloses his feeling
of unity with cosmic powers of nature, cannobt believe any more in the
matter of idols charged with soul power, whereas the modern artist
endeavours o endow his work with a magical plurallism of significance.
Both meet in the unity of their contrasts at the crossing polints of
history's developments, The African artis was the waker of tocls used
Tor influencing the cosmos and for moblllizing life forces., Each of his
ritual instruments had a purpose of use: the mask, the statuec of the
forefathers, the charm and the nall fetish. The maglcal act of driving
in nails at a certain spot of an giropomorphous wooden statue which
the carver had filled wlth "Wyawa", the 1life matter, is said to have
the effect of healing from pain or illness at the analogous spot in
Lhe patient.

Telekinesis, caused by driving in iron thornms and nails which in the

course of time are armouring the wooden statues with splikes, may also
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serve aggresslve and destructive purposas.
The hidden power of such statues corresponding to the piciures of
saints and the relics of other religions, is tled to beliefl ond
disappears with the original vief/ of 1ife of Africa.
Hence also for those procedures which are considered teo be spscific
inventions of 20th Century's eurcpean art thelr arc analoglies to be
found in sculptures of the primltives. The grotesque-sery troubadours
of 8 1ate surrealism which Eduardo Paclozzi produced by assembling
parts of machinery, wheels and metal spikes resemble the Konde-igures
of nal!l fetishes in Bakengo. CGuenter Uecker's bright nail tapestries
ard Dusan Diﬁmcnja's fetish=like confliguratlons being armoured by &
" pin-forest of spikes belong here.
Are the modern idels of eybernebles transmuted forms of their archale

prototypes? Totem creatures of the age of machinery?

6, Whereto is the art of Black Africa turning?

Whereas the artists of Furope and Amerlen refreshened their imapina-
§1nn, sophlsticated by intellect and technization, by turning to the
fountainheads of the archaie snd primitive and by availing themaclves
of the irstlnct and vitelity of African idol carvers,; the peoples of
Africa themselves nerﬁéﬁakenihg from their sleep 1q%hn primeval

forestas and bepgsn to llberate themselves at the same time from the idol:
of thelr magiclens and the power Influences of the white empires. For
lts next development Black Africa evidently needs first of all Instruc-
tilon, electifification and socisl re-organization.

The tribal art tied to tradition was deomed by the crash with technieal
civilization. The young generation of artists in Black Afrika was born
into an age when nlﬁnE with the myths and tabus of their gods their
traditional art pessed away. These artists! consclousness, stemming
from an early worldd of archaic imagery, is confronted without tran-

aition with the view of 1ife of modern science. The artlsts whose
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Tathers were still belleving in tho maglc power of fetlishes are
"gpeechless" when confronted with the scisntific mapgle language of
mathematized iﬂgic. With the political separation from the ecolonial
powers the dominatlon of thdearlier rulers! culture 1s still not
abolished: Tor the time being, the language of the wmore developped
culture cannot be substituted as the terminology of science and
technology exists execlusively in the languages of highly devel opped
countries.
Is this to be bridged over by an accelerated technical development?

The application of complicatcd mechanisms requires skilled manpower

\ which, however, has [irst to grow ur.

1w111 the needed know-how which the techniclans have to cateh up with
in the process of their growing up not be outdated already by the
science of computer society developping in geometrical proportion?
Industrial development is impossible without selentific research and
technical planning. Can and may we cxpect from the developping peoples
what the peoples of hiphly developped Industrial countries did not
quhieve: to buiiﬂ up & modern civilization without endangering or
destroying the natural enviremment? In hils book "Structural Anthropo-
logy" Claude Livi-Strauss writes: "A primitive people 1s nct a retarded
or backward people. In this or that field it can show an inventive or

ereative spirit leaving the achievements of the civilized way behind".

From the éﬁdangcring and the errors of supermodern industrlal soclety
the people of Black Afrieca can possible draw the conclusion that
technical progress is only worthwhile to be aspired to when in harmony
with nature. Perﬂapﬂ the faculties of the African peoples still in
close touch with nature sébceed In creating a different kind of
civilization which includes nature, the mother of all 1life.

Becauze the riches of Black Africa's life and art lie 1In its uncorrup=-

ted natursl force, its elementary and instiletive trend to creativensss.



12

In a yougoslav newspaper of Sunday, lst August 1976, there was a short
announcement: congratulations cabled by Hesident Tito to Fresident
Mathieu Kereku on the oceasion of thalpenple's Hepubllc Benin's ﬂeclg—
ration of independence being one year old.

The customarily worded unspectacular diplomatic message was touching

to me: the resurrection of this state, whose bronce and brass sculptu-
reg of the 16th to the 19th ccﬁtury are well knowsn bto us, and which
finally had been destroyed by a Eritish punitive expedltion in the

year 1897, is £i11ing us with hope. May 1t succeed I1n re-establishing
the old eulture in a new way.

The worky of art of Benln are to be found almost entirely in the mu-
gsums of Eurcope or in collectlens. They give rise toc the guestieon if
these sculptures which are so lmportant to the spiritual identity of
these poaople, will ever find thelr way back to their homeland.

Since the century of enlightenment the commgnders In chlef uszed to be
accompanied by & stalff of selentlsts which added art throphies to war
trophies, The important European museums have been enlarged by the
pillage of conquersd tosms. This, to be sure, has again lead to archeo-
logieal zetivity, to zclentific findings and to the deeliphering of
primeval cultures.

¥When the conference of the non-aligned ;anples was belng prepared in one
of the latest sessions of s speclinl UNESCO-committee, the opuestion of
Eiving haéﬁ the works of art most important to the cultural and national
self assurance was discussed. However, confronmtation in the field of
culture, was to ?s avoided, as art iz of universal significance and
belongs to mankind. For the time being, the clarificaticn of this
problem is kept pending. Time, space and manner of & settlement have
not been diseussed asa vet, Bubt one dey the guestion will become a

topical one.
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7. The individual, the ecollective and the univerasal (gquality) in art.

The artists of the archaic and of the primitive did not consider
themselves as creators of their works. They had the task to produce
sonfigurations for rltual purpaseﬁ. they Worked anonymously and
rgnged with the tribal community. The ereatlive was reserved to the
delties.

Cur thmus‘.cnnscinusnuaﬂ of industry is bringing art near to that
aarly state of anomymlity, to the principle of team work.

Ia there any pos=zibility to shorten the proecess of development on

Ethc w% Tfrom tribal Eroup1ﬁnnscinuannss to personellty in a nation
wwhich iz forming 1t=2elfl? Be it by not separating the individual from
the community, but by reaching a multivoiced collectivity of persona-

" 1ities? The artists of Africa musvnﬂL takes over the romantic classical
notlon of the isclated genius who is sheping the works of art fer a spi-
ritual elite. They must rather turn to new media which are cperating In
the industrial world  and are dealt with by groups of artists working
In different lines. Here the creative forces of handed down tradition
éan possibly bdﬁnifiad with the principles of modern art.

It eertainly remsins an open question wherete the sons of the signi-

Tiecant wood carvers and hqwﬁa founders of Ife and Benlin, of the Senufse,
Aschantl, Banle will turn.

Shall they toc have to consummate the adventure of 20th century's
modern art; living and &nduring it in the way of thelr Burcopean
nﬂlleagues?’

The european art.of great discoveries and manylold desperation, of
ocriginality and passing activity grew out of a different sccisl and
spiritual order. Its various styles, achievements and changes belong
fo the late pericd of the middle-class era.

It seems.to me that it would not make sense to copy this art. Nelther

e
would it make Eenaéicnpy all economical structures of the industrial

world.
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When we formulate thess questlions, however, wWe speak to our colleagues,
the young critlca and foremost to the artists of Africa.

The majority of the developping proples pre sensing the confrentatien
wlth the sbtructures of knowing and power of the industrial countrias
88 hopeful necessity and at the same time as a unavoidable merace

and endangerinpg of thelr own identity.

A co-operatlon lesdipng Lo 82 world community canm only become possible
oul. of a growing matunl acknowledgement in freedom and autonomy.
TTH%Wﬁquuisitﬂ Tor the unity of the peoples is the recognition of
aﬂnq&aﬂplﬂlﬂ limitation and the might of their commuinity. The ereative
imagination which is apparent in all cultures can express itself in
the many ceoloars and [orms of all efntinents, thelr undividedness 1s
consisting in just prerequisites Tor a pluralistie existence.
Dirﬂﬁtiﬂp and essence of our era lie perhaps in the overecoming of the
seurcpocentric conception; in the bridging over of the contrasts of
East and Weat and in the creation of that eulture of humanity grown

out of the adverse unity of mocern civilizantion,



