mg

Istories of

th H
Moments of Understand

T

S
N
—
QO
—
-
-
O
QO
-
LL]
>
O
e
O
—
QO
=
<

Contempo rary Art




Villa Stuck, Munic

ll_l.':lll.ll

h

1 11
==

:
| FAYATEYRNAYETRY
‘ .
’ .

1111 SRR
ERRRRNRRENNT

.
.'rj_ '

- v (s

.

'S

p— |

ALAMARAIAIA I N

.
.
-
3 !
i
L
‘. L -
-
o 5
< *
Ay
(’r‘::‘t.\.‘ -
e . e
L - AL-,-".t rY e -

i
SUEREERNEE]
- ? |

S

T ——
.P-" -—q
e T

TRy

YAYETAY

e — —— A

:

g

-
o
4 AR N
U e
5 AR RSB

-

» -

. o
A Y V.

~

4

.

-5 e S -
N , .JQW‘ ".', & - 4

UL RN TR N R RN A i hy

:

.’.

Y

g

s

4 -»
s,
_')‘ M-'“-\.
Ay
A -

)
. -
T
0‘.'{\ \
v
L -
.'!_’
yR-
o 3
'-\" -
.
S oA -
. -
T ‘cﬁ
. %
o~



As Jean-Luc Nancy puts it: "The historian's work-which
IS never a work of memory-is a work of representation
INn many senses, but it is representation with respect to
something that is not representable, and that is history
itself. History is unrepresentable, not in the sense that it

would be some presence hidden behind the

representations, but because It is the coming into
presence, as event'.

In: Eduardo Cadava
Words of Light— Theses on Photography Of History
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What began in 1955 in the Fridericianum, then still alongside v ARt % : gt 1
the Federal Garden Show, is now one of the most important R0 Bl R o\ ¢
exhibition series for contemporary art in the world. Founded* ; ' 2 S

by Arnold Bode, documenta opened for the first time In
Kassel on July 15, 1955. A total of 15 editions of documenta
have taken place since then. documenta 16 is currently in
preparation and will open in Kassel in 2027.
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In "100 Days - 100 Guests", thinkers and doers from all over
the world will step into action together with filimmakers,
writers and artists alongside philosophers, economists and
architects. Each will present either a lecture, a discussion or
an artistic offering. Here the focus will be on film, theatre,
music and literature. One objective will be to reflect the
multiplicity of contemporary cultures - including non-
European cultures in particular - and to present them as fully,
vividly and flexibly as possible.

documenta-press release, early 1997




Catherine David celebrated her 70th birthday on
September 19. She set new curatorial standards with her
concept for documenta 10 (1997). The first woman to
head documenta transformed the art show into a political
space for thought and discourse in the globalized
present. At the time, David was confronted with
accusations of over-intellectualization and a lack of
accessibility. Hardly any other documenta exhibition had
been subjected to greater media criticism in the run-up to
and during the 100 days. Today, it is considered
groundbreaking for subsequent exhibition practice.

The French curator’s signature style was characterized by
a decisive rejection of spectacular gestures and the
eventization of the exhibition. While her predecessor Jan
Hoet still relied on emotionality, overpowering and high-
profile (self-)staging at documenta 9 (1992), David’s
“Retroperspektive” brought conceptual works and
historical self-reflection to the fore. The absence of flags
flapping Iin the wind In front of the Fridericianum was just
as clear a statement as the empty Friedrichsplatz, which,
unlike its predecessors, had to make do without artistic
works. Instead of painting and sculpture, David focused
on photography and film, on architectural concepts and
urban planning, as well as, for the first time, on net art,
which was still in its Infa
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The First Exhibition of the Twenty-First
Century-Lumbung 1 (documenta fifteen),
What Happened, and What It Might Mean
Two Years On

a,b*

Charles Esche

“WVan Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, Netherlands

°University of the Arts, London, United Kingdom

It is obviously a little dramatic to claim Lumbung 1 (documenta fifteen) as the first
exhibition of the twenty-first century. This milestone is drawn from the Western
Christian calendar and as such it is completely arbitrary and culturally specific.
Still, art history and other fields have a track record of using the turn of a century
to signify a break with the past and the start of a new lineage.' As a provocation
then, I wish to suggest that Lumbung 1 in Kassel challenged a paradigm of contem-
porary art that was built on modernism. It pointed instead towards a different
horizon, not only for the forms of art it presented but also for its institutional
frameworks. In doing so, it sought to shift the conceptual and experiential basis of
relations between artworks and the diversity of visitors that might see an
exhibition.
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A REPORT OF PROCEEDINGS A0 DECISINS
(F TRE FIRST ITERNATIOMAL CONFERENCE
Of MEERD WORMERS
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The most recent artist from Zaria is Colette
Omogbai, from Benin [Benin City], who
has found a vigorous style of her own. Her
themes are abstractions on themes of grief,
agony, recreation, curse and accident. Her
manner is expressionist: simplified human
forms are recognisable but are rearranged
to suit the mood of the painting. Large
hands and feet are used to express both

[...] we predict
a great future for

ISt.

o

S
Q
-
2
i e
ad

Ulli Beier on the 1965 Mbari Club Ibadan exhibition invitation card, Ulli Beier Photographic Estate, CBCIU & Iwalewahaus, University of Bayreuth.
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movement and emotion. Bodies, heads,
breasts are recomposed into large areas of
colour which provide the basic structure of
the picture. Her colours are intense: black,
white, ultramarine, mauve, orange, are the
prominent ones. The overall impression
is sombre and intense. Her application of
paint is always interesting, her surfaces
alive.

The artists of the Zaria school represent
the first decisive breakthrough in Nigerian
art. Of the group here mentioned, each has
found his individual style and his personal
solution. But they were all involved in the
crucial struggle for identity. The Négritude
movement of the French territories never
had any followers there because some of its
simplifications were not acceptable. Never-

theless, Nigerian artists had to ask them-
selves some of the same questions: What is
our heritage? How much is it relevant today?

Ulli Beier, Contemporary Art in Africa, New York & London: Praeger 1968, 47.



Ulli Beier and Léopold Senghor looking at Agony (1963) by
Colette Omogbai in the exhibition “Neue Kunst in Afrika“ 1980,
Archive Iwalewahaus.




and Obvious

Man Loves What Is Sweet

In art, man loves what is ‘sweet’ and senti-
mental. He cannot understand that painting
Is something other than green leaves and
brown body and black hair. Any living trans-
formation of art seems to him as hateful and
nightmarish.

Art to man, is not a thing in itself. It is de-
pendent. Paint must be explained in terms
of words and in storytelling words too. Man
believes in meaning that can be expressed
by clear and distinct ideas. He fails to rea-
lise the fact that to look for an explicit mean-
Ing in artis a fundamental error, based on a
complete misunderstanding of the medium.

Pp 10/11 Colette Omogbai, Agony, 1963. Retro & Verso. Oil on hardboard, 69 x 50,5 cm.
lwalewahaus / DEVA, A 00051 WN. Courtesylwalewahaus Universitat Bayreuth.

Man cannot feel what painting is. Compe-
titton with photography exasperates him
above all. Man’s courage fails when he is
confronted with the intense version of life.
To man intensity is unpleasant.

Self-expression and a departure from nature
Is inability. Man loves formulae. Fixed ideals
in art are his favourites, even though he suc-
cumbs to modern science and technology.
A divorce from this is gloomy, fearful, and
frightening. This, he says, gives him sleep-
less nights full of nightmares. During the day,
when he sees the records of the previous
night in terms of paint, he screams. ‘Burn it!
It reminds me of my sleepless nights.’ ‘Give
me reality, Man declares, ‘something | can
admire and enjoy. | want that which | can
live with and not that that cowards my bet-
ter part of man.’ ‘Especially that picture with
black ivory black,’ Man emphasises. ‘It is
colour of hate, war, destruction and death.’
‘Save that colour.’ Man advises, ‘for the day
my dearest one gives up her ghost.

Looking for
Colette Omogbai

In August 1963, a number of paintings by Colette
Omogbai were exhibited at Mbari Club Ibadan. Another
show in Lagos followed in September 1963. Mbari
Ibadan was a cultural club initiated by the writers
Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, J.P. Clark, Christopher
Okigbo and Ulli Beier two years earlier. By 1963, Beier
had been working as publisher of the art and literary
magazine Black Orpheus for five years. Besides show-
casing exhibitions with emerging African artists, the
club was known for its literature and theatre events and
significant for the formation of Nigerian modernism in
these early years of independence. During these years,

The persistence of those memories of death
now haunts my imagination andfinally points
to the gateways of the grave-yard.” ‘Rather
give me the “salady” type of pictures—
pictures rich with ice-cream colours. | love
ice cream for its pinks as soft as the dain-
ty little frocks of the toddlers and the sweet
sky-blue on cool summer days, or even the
fair yellow of lemon. No touch of black,” Man
Insists.

Man does not challenge the voice of a strange
bird when it sings an unfamiliar song. But he
questions modern trends. Twisted legs and
elongated necks, hair made of roots and blue
body beats his imagination. ‘What on earth
Is this?’ Man asks with disgust. ‘Are these
legs those of a monster, the neck like that
of an ostrich and the torso as though a hun-
gry stricken creature from the concentration
camp?’ ‘Hide it or | fall sick,’ Man pleads.
Man loves the word ‘like.” To Man, nothing is
the other; it must be Like the Other. ‘Give us
reality.” Man proclaims, ‘if possible, the real-
ity as real as that of Bouguereau.’ ‘If you can
paint my dear,’ Man pats the artist like his lit-
tle son, ‘stick real hair, real nails, real teeth to
the figure on the canvas. | like to touch these
as | would inreal life.” Man, frowns at ‘Modern
Art. It is no use since it has no bearing with
man’'s environment. It is useless because it
has no meaning. It is useless because itis out
of keeping with the Old Masters vision. ‘It is
art of the toddlers,” Man dismisses careless-
ly. Man believes in freedom of speech. In art
this is forbidden and when done at all it must
be by one as aged as the rocks. The youth
that strives for self-expression is suppressed.
‘Sit down my child, your eyes have not seen
as many days as Abraham.” ‘Wait till you have

several Mbari Clubs were founded that were [...] “a com-
plex scenario of collapsed boundaries, a nonlinear flow
of artistic influences, and a compelling manifestation
of an aspect of modernist experience in which émigré
Europeans, black diaspora, and postcolonial Nigerian
artists created a laboratory where local and appropri-
ated forms from diverse artistic genres and disciplines
coalesced to produce a thriving, contemporary visual

culture.” chika Okeke-Agulu, 2013.
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stiffened for fifty more harmattans!’ But now
you will be better off a ‘photographer,’” until
grey hairs begin to appear, spend your time
copying “A-man-And-a-Donkey"” and exactly
too.' ‘Don’t forget the man’s eyelashes!’
These are the tastes of man. How far can
he go with these ideals? Where Is the place
of man? Where is his courage? Where is
his superiority over nature and his environ-
ment. Will man continue to be the slave of
that which he has created? Who will untie
us of this age of the old chain of Tradition?
Who will give us sight to see things in New
light? Give these points a thought and let
us dig into this New Way of Looking. It is a
challenge to man.

Colette Omogbai

Nigeria Magazine, 84, March 1965, 80.

Connected to the literary and art journal Black Orpheus
and the Mbari publication series, the club provided
space for a cosmopolitan elite rooted in Nigerian culture.
Colette Omogbai has been one of the very few female
artists featured by Ulli Beier. She graduated from the
Arts Department at the University of Zaria in Northern
Nigeria; another nucleus of the formation of Nigerian
Modernism in those years. She went to London to study
atthe Slade School of Fine Art where a number of other
African artists such as Ibrahim El Salahi and Shibrain
from Sudan had studied before her. Later she moved
to the USA for a doctorate in art education at Columbia
University which she completed in 1976.

Little is left today of Omogbai's work: an oil painting
titled Agony stayed with Ulli Beier and is hosted at the
lwalewahaus collection at the University of Bayreuth in
Germany, the original invitation card for the exhibtion at
Mbari in 1963 is at the Ulli Beier Photographic Estate at
the Centre for Black Culture and International Under-
standing in Oshogbo, and a few illustrations in books.
Beier's art collection travelled throughout Europe and
the United States during the 1970s, and Agony was
most likely part of it. In 1979, Beier was invited to Ger-
many to present the collection at the Horizonte Festival
in Berlin and one year later in a show called New Art
from Africa at the Universities of Mainz and Bayreuth.
Among the visitors was Léopold Sédar Senghor, Sen-
egalese president at the time. A photograph of the Ulli
Beier Photographic Estate shows Beier standing with
Senghor in a group of visitors in front of Agony, ear-
nestly engaged in conversation.

During these years, Beier acted mainly as an art media-
tor for a yet highly uninformed German public. He, who
took on many roles during his life as an art critic, writer,
publisher and facilitator, became a museum director in




Bayreuth, even if he always rejected this institutional
framework. lwalewahaus was rather set up as a contin-
uation of the Mbari Clubs and the exhibitions were part
of a diverse cultural programme. Later, becoming part
of the Universities' property at Iwalewahaus, the paint-
ing went through the inventory process. The backside
of the image reveals a number of traces telling the his-
tory of its itinerary. As a piece of art, it was hibernating
for many years in the storage rooms of the institution.
Only recently, in the context of a new interest in the
history of “modern African art,” Agony surfaced again
raising curiosity around the identity of its painter. Most
prominently, the painting was shown at Haus der Kunst
in Munich in the exhibition, Postwar: Art Between the
Pacific and the Atlantic, 1945-1965, curated by Okwui
Enwezor, Katy Siegel and Ulrich Wilmes (October 2016
to March 2017). One could find the painting within the
display of the exhibition chapter New Images of Man,
next to Francis Bacon, Magda Cordell, Georg Baselitz,
Wilfredo Lam, Maria Lassnig, Ben Enwonwu, Alberto
Giacometti, Gerhard Richter, Pablo Picasso and others;
it also featured on the exhibition poster.

In May 2018, Agony then travelled to Lagos to be
shown during the Women on Aeroplanes workshop at
the Centre for Contemporary Art (CCA). It will be dis-
played in the Museum of Modern Art in Warsaw as well
as at the Kunstsammlung NRW in Dusseldorf shows in
2018-20109. Fifty years after the initial show in Ibadan,

—A

Research
Diary

Keeping a research diary has been employed here as a
method of reflecting on the ongoing research focused
on finding the artist Colette Omogbai, investigating her
practice and the circumstances surrounding her ap-
parent erasure from Nigerian art history. Tracking and
reconstructing Omogbal's footprints on her curious
journey outside the limits of mainstream art history
has been a challenging and thrilling adventure. What
follows is a chronicle of the progress of the five-month
Investigative research by the Centre for Contemporary
Art, Lagos, led by lheanyi Onwuegbucha.
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the painting seems to have become part of a changing
canon of African Modernism; but despite its very re-
cent success story, very little is known about Colette
Omogbai, her work and practice. While her absence,
her disappearance from the art scenery, triggered our
inquisitiveness to simply learn more about the bio-
graphy and transformation of an artist for whom “a
great future” has been predicted, research on Colette
Omogbai opened up a set of questions regarding the
mechanisms of remembering and writing art history
and how and why women artists get neglected in the
narrative (not only in Nigeria).

Nadine Siegert

The story continues on the bottom of the next pages, told through a manyvoices.

12 December 2017.

After the first iteration of Women on Aeroplanes in
Berlin,we decidedthattheresearch on Colette Omogbai
should commence with first trying to find the artist or
at least finding out about her current status. From Lena
Neumann of Iwalewahaus (University of Bayreuth) | re-
ceived scanned documents from the Slade Archives,
London. These included Omogbai’s application docu-
ments to Slade, progress report and reference report
from her professors as well as correspondence be-
tween her and the school.

These documents revealed, among other things, a
consensus of positive affirmations in the assessment
of Omogbai’'s potentials as an artist. Her professors
in Zaria and Slade noted that the artist had a promis-
Ing career and that her time in Slade would definitely
sharpen an already evident talent. Thus, with the use
of words like “distinguished”, “prolific”, “competent”,
“intelligent” In describing Omogbai, these reference
letters painted a fascinating picture of the artist in my
mind. Someone who, if alive, | would not imagine could
easily “disappear” from the art world.

Also, reading her correspondence with Slade, the lan-
guage of the letters echoes the statement of M.E. Betts
who noted that the works of the artist (then only 23 years
old, living in a patriarchal society and male-dominated
art world) were developed in a “highly authoritative and
original manner”. This, when considered with her per-
sonal statement in 1963—"... | want to produce shock,
but want to leave a concrete image in the mind of the
observer"—and her 1965 text, “Man Loves What is
Sweet and Obvious”, further defined an already form-
Ing mental image of Omogbai-as-artist in the mould
of Barbara Hepworth and Lynda Benglis—both trail
blazers who pioneered the feminist art movement
in Britain in the 1960s (the same period Colette was
writing in) and whose works | had studied just months
before whilst in the UK. At this point my excitement was
doubled, but deep inside, | felt the fear that the artist
may not be alive.

24 January 2018.

After the Christmas holidays, | received new material
from |walewahaus—a scanned copy of the invitation
to Colette Omogbai's first solo exhibition organized
by Ulli Beier at Mbari, Ibadan in August 1963. It was in
this exhibition that the painting Agony (1963) was first
featured, and subsequently acquired by Beier. In this in-
vitation card | found that Colette Omogbai was born in
Uzebba, a town few kilometres from Benin City.

14 February, 2018.

| embarked on a trip to Calabar to research the archive
of late Afi Ekong, a female modernist artist and entre-
preneur who operated the Bronze gallery. In her very
rich archive | found a letter from Colette Omogbai In-
viting Afi Ekong to Olokun Gallery in Benin City where
Omogbai worked as secretary in 1965. This, at least,
provided another piece in the puzzle of the artist’s ac-
tivities after her return from Slade.

Planned a visit to Benin City. With this information and
the previous knowledge that she worked in the Ministry
of Education in Edo state, possibly Benin City, | focused
my resources visiting the various offices of both State
and Federal Ministries of Education in Benin City. This
was, however, unsuccessful as nobody seemed to re-
member her or have knowledge of any official records
pertaining to her. Nevertheless, | planned a further
exploratory visit to Benin. First, to participate in public
radio programmes and discuss the phenomenon of dis-
appearance and see if anyone with information about
Colette Omogbai would call-in to the programme or af-
ter. As a backup, | planned to visit Uzebba, where she
was born, to search for families and relatives who may
have information about her current whereabouts.

| try to reproduce on canvas, nightmares
and dreams, in fact the otherness that un-
derlies the human flesh. | want to produce
shock, but wish to leave a concrete image
in the mind of the observer.

Colette Omogbai in Howardina Pindell, “"Colette Omogbai” in:
Women's Studies Vol. 6, 1, 1978, 116.

Miss Omogbai is in the fourth and final year
of a painting course [...] she is undoubtedly
one of the outstanding painting students we
have had since the formation of the Fine Art
Department here over ten years ago. Her
work produced during the first two years
of the course was both competent and in-
telligent. However, during the last year her
painting has developed in a highly author-
itative and original manner. Miss Omogbai
is extremely prolific in her work and has al-
ready had two exhibitions of her painting in
Lagos and Ibadan.

1963, M.E. Betts from the Department of Fine Art and the
AhmadouBello Universityin Zaria writing to the Slade School of

| am wondering if it is possible for you to ac-
cept her as a student. She appears to me
to be a person of some potential and in my
opinion would benefit. [...]

Here we have the sun and a certain amount
of magic.

1963, Charles Argent, Professor and Head of Department,

DepartmentofFine Art at the Ahmadu Bello Universitywriting to
the Slade School of Fine Art, Slade Archive, UCL.

Art, Slade Archive, UCL.
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oppressed women. hey developed the signature
. petition to represent the numbers of women who
supported their demands and give heft to cross-class
campaigns. Perhaps most revolutionary of all, they
Ilstened to dispossessed women.

delegates from 40 countries represented
181 women's organizations. They came
to Paris in November 1945 from Algeria,
Ceylon, Egypt, India, Indochina,
Morocco, Palestine and Sudan. None

Algerian Women, or UFA) was
established in the aftermath of North
Africa’s liberation from the Nazi- -
collaborationist Vichy regime in 1944. But

‘l’ . f‘“ d

the UFA was not founded by Algerian A e N Africa An

Iandl omen and urban d l‘.lg’s ( . ! ‘ RO e UrA was tagproduct African country appeared for the first
of white, European communist women - N

from India’s vnol nce wer ntral bases ' ; . . time in the WIDF monthly bulletin, in

~ for MARS’ membership. Demands for aﬁoﬂle food, Who g tugg in AgRITRG pot connection with the struggle of black
colons (‘little colonists’), organising in g : et

~_ clothing and housing bined with afocus on _ women in South Africa, and again in

‘household committees’ to defend the
liberation of North Africa and campaign
against rising living costs. In the same

“2h 4O

1946, when the Unlon des femmes de

Hello West Indies! This is Una
Marson Calling!

"Voice" -the monthly radio magazine
programme in the Eastern Service
of the B. B C. (Left to right, sitting)
bimuttu, T.S.
n, Mulik Raj Anand,

“In late November 1945, when the
Women'’s International Democratic
Federation emerged from the ashes of
World War Il on principles of world
peace, women's rights, democracy, anti-
fascism, and children’s welfare, 850
participants from forty countries
attended its first gathering in Paris,
France. Joining WIDF was an
organizational, not an individual act, and
the list of attendees provides women'’s
names, their country of origin, and their
organizational affiliation. Participants
were not all communist-linked mass
organizations. In fact, many of them
were more ideologically jumbled,
including those that emerged from the
call for women'’s unified activism against
fascism. Four women from India
attended their founding Congress,
including Ela Reid from MARS. One of
them, Vidya Munsi, traveled to Paris
directly after the conference of the
World Federation of Democratic Youth,
another communist-linked mass
organization that was held in London the
month before. “Over 15,000 women
filled the Velodrome D’Hiver (Winter
Stadium) to capacity,” remembered
Munsi of the founding address by
French resistance leader Eugenie
Cotton, who led the international
. W I Ay women'’s organization from 1945 to
: 1967.
In 1945, WIDF was the only
transnational women'’s organization that
lonna. A il 3 # explicitly condemned colonialism and
S ' demanded international solidarity for
l . liberation struggles. Its founding
document stated: “The Congress calls
on all democratic women'’s organizations
of all countries to help the women of the
colonial and dependent countries in
their fight for economic and political
rights.” Activists from Vietnam and India
in particular, but also the United States
and Egypt, deepened WIDF’s opening
commitments both theoretically and
politically. They pushed delegates to
define fascism in relationship to
imperialism. They described fascism
and its racialized genocide as one
powerful force behind military conflict.
They argued that colonial occupation
and anti-black violence were other

La Main a Plume

“In 1941, while André Breton and many other
surrealists were in exile in America, a handful
of young people decided to group together in
Paris in order to maintain surrealism in
occupied France. In reference to the verse by
Rimbaud (“La main & plume vaut la main a
charrue”, “the writer's hand is as important as
the hand that guides the plough”), the group
calls itself la Main a plumeand to signify its will
to revolt against the powers that be. The
opposition was not only intellectual and this

f«3
generation of those that were “twenty years old

in the year 1940" were to pay a heavy price to
the armed struggle. In its four years of = i J -
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ure!” be s the questi to its viewers,
today: ust it feel like to in the ashe
of war n lobe nching the
ives ongority of the peo the planet,
‘ cutting short the lives of mill

s of others? As
stand in our own rubble of wiy\ never end
even the media declares them finished, o
o*hat wars of economic blockade,

m cu r aerial bombing exist right

n at does this m about a
atior an for we refuse to

pt the d ntial injuries of our lived
violence? Vidya, Esthﬁ Alice collaborated
&e systemic agalysis of their moment. At this
ering, with other young people’s movement
around the world, they linked racism to
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