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Bricolage and Scrapture

Shigemi Inaga

Professor, International Research Center for Japanese Studies

I was asked to make a presentation at the international symposium on opening day of the El Anatsui
exhibition at the National Museum of Ethnology. During the discussion, Shoichiro Takezawa’s
French-influenced pronunciation of “sculpture” sounded like “scrapture.” I thought to myself, “Yes,
that’s right. El Anatsui’s fabrics woven of aluminum fragments are ‘structures’ made of ‘scrap.””
When the show traveled to the Museum of Modern Art, Saitama, I heard that a precedent was created
for “scrapture” at the end of the 1960s in the work of Saitama sculptor, Naomichi Kimura
(1923-1972), who used steel as a material. Kimura skillfully constructed humorous forms of animals
out of steel scraps. This connection may only be coincidental, but I think it should be permissible to
recognize some sort of historical necessity in the El Anatsui exhibition coming to Saitama.

El Anatsui’s metallic tapestries change spontaneously with the conditions of each exhibition space, so
their form is ephemeral, lasting only for the limited time of the exhibition. They are flexible and able
to free themselves from the space of the museum, an institution that would like to fix their form
eternally. El Anatsui’s work, in principle, avoids being imprisoned in the temple of art. In Japan, the
fabrics woven with recycled metal scraps traverse freely back and forth between the space of the
cthnological museum and the space of the art museum, nullifying the boundaries between the two
categories. Jean-Hubert Martin, the main organizer of “Magiciens de la terre” (1989) at the
Pompidou Center, acted as if only Western curators had the authority to select works of art from
ethnological materials, but it seems to me that the true value of the work of today’s artists, including
El Anatsui, is found in their capacity to subvert the authoritative position of Western art.

When Pablo Picasso was explaining Les Demoiselles d’Avignon to Andre Malraux, he said that it was
his “first exorcism painting.” What sort of demon was he exorcizing? William Rubin, in 20th
Century Primitivism (1986), wrote that Picasso worked magic by changing a fetishistic African mask
into an icon of modernism. We might think about this situation in terms of another artwork, Phase —
Mother Earth (1968) by Nobuo Sekine, an artist from Kawagoe. Sekine dug a round hole in the earth
and placed a column of earth with the same dimensions next to it. One might compare Africa to an
empty hole and the glorious achievement of Western modernism to a soaring column. There is more
to this maneuver, however, than exploitation. Picasso made a faithful copy of an African mask and
transferred it to the site of Western art. By doing so he freed his own creativity by exorcizing the devil
of tradition that possessed the art of Europe. One hundred years later, El Anatsui has woven new
tapestries of metal by recycling the junk discarded by Western society, placing them on the fagades of
commemorative structures in Venice and Berlin, thus covering Western society with recycled masks.
Visitors to art museums are ordinarily discouraged from touching artworks with their hands. Even
implements meant for use in the Japanese tea ceremony are isolated in glass cases. El Anatsui,
however, asks people to touch his work. Gentle touching creates opportunities to weave the world
together and make connections between people. Japan and Africa are connected by the concepts of
recovering discarded goods and recycling them in handicrafts. A new kind of contemporary expression
will emerge as this dialogue between East and West reconfigures the North-South relationship
between Africa and Europe.

(translated by Stanley Anderson)
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Summary Papers of Symposium
“The politics of exhibition space : a case of the exhibition A Fateful Journey : Africa in the Works of El Anatsui”
(held at the Museum of Modern Art, Saitama, on August 21, 2011)

Panelists:

Bisi Silva (Artistic Director, the Centre for Contemporary Art, Lagos)

Yukiya Kawaguchi (Project Leader of the exhibition A4 Fateful Journey: Africa in the Works of El Anatsui / Associate Professor, National Museum of Ethnology)
Shigcmi Inaga (Professor, International Research Center for Japanese Studies)

Akira Tatehata (Director, the Museum of Modern Art, Saitama)

Translation:
Stanley Anderson [Japanese to English]

Taku Shibuya (The Museum of Modern Art, Saitama) [English to Japanese]
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