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Abstract 

 

 In modern day it is easy to asses where our artistic influences come from. 

However there are cases when those influences have not been treated with proper respect 

and have been appropriated with methodologies that have damaging consequences. This 

is the case when we look at the influence of much of African art on European art. This 

project is a personal account of a modern approach towards contemporary African art and 

its influences on the wider European art world. Through discovering the work of Spanish 

artist Miquel Barceló, we can see an ideal model for a change in attitude towards African 

art and African culture which is necessary and well-deserved. By comparing some of the 

dated notions of Western superiority towards African art, we can understand where 

changes need to be made and gain an appreciation for the vibrant artistic sensibility that 

exists within Africa today.   
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“A Contemporary Discussion about the Influence of African Art and Culture on 

European Art with an Emphasis on Miquel Barceló” 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 Museums house art and objects that are not commonly seen in public places and 

represent a space purely for viewing, a natural passion of mine. Most importantly, 

museums take art and objects from across the world and put them together in a fashion 

that both relates and separates them from each other, letting their significances be as rich 

or void of meaning to the viewer as they are. It is the combination of all of these histories 

and anecdotes that the real essence of the artwork is experienced and in my case a simple 

visit to the museum is what led me to a new curiosity and a true exploration; something I 

can now identify everywhere, in everything.   

  While visiting Dublin, I came across a show at the Irish Museum of Modern Art 

featuring the works of a Spanish painter, Miquel Barceló. The works were simply 

entitled, “Obra Africans”, the African Work in Spanish. In this exhibit, multitudes of 

works were shown, large and small, canvas and paper, ceramics and pulp. The style 

varied from piece to piece depending on the subject matter and the materials were often 

mixtures of traditional oil paints and local African pigments. The images exhibited were 

African! I cannot emphasize how unique this depiction is. It was at that moment that I 

recognized something different in these paintings from anything else I had seen painted 

by a European artist…Africa. Instead of touristy tribal symbols or Western juxtapositions 
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of naked children wearing MP3 players (as Vogel sees it “a narcissistic Western 

fascination with Western things recast amusingly or incongruously, in exotic settings”), it 

seemed that the essence of Africa was presented before me, and by a Spanish artist no 

less. What set this work apart from the others I had seen was that Barceló had obviously 

spent time, lots of time, in Africa, with African people. And that he did not pretend to be 

African, but instead, he aimed at capturing a true Africa from the perspective he is only 

capable of having…a Western perspective, a European perspective. Brian Boucher, a 

writer from Art in America captures this unique relationship well in describing the 

qualities of Barceló’s work:  

 Barcelo renders his exotic subjects as if he were untouched by postcolonial self-

 consciousness--or any other theoretical concerns, for that matter. Indeed, he 

 seems content throughout to offer pleasing  images that are engaging and 

 sophisticated but nonetheless traditional. (Boucher)   

It was precisely the visibly European traditional elements of Barcelo’s pieces that 

combined with noticebly African content which made this body of work so striking and 

lingering. Barcelo’s willingness to go to Africa, maintaining his European identity, all the 

while remaining open to learning about Africa and its people in combination with his 

ability to express the essence of a particular African tribe without infringing upon it,  

keeping it intact, is indicative of a  new pivotal relationship; one that is more suitable for 

contemporary times. This discovery led to, as I have mentioned previously, a new 

curiosity for how we as westerners now relate to Africa and African culture through art, 

but also to an exploration of how our concept of the relationship between Europe/the 

West and Africa has changed over time. How far have we come from a time when 
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“primitive” meant anything outside of our system of understanding and how far do we 

have to go to come to an understanding of where we all fit together in this world (if fully 

comprehending this notion is possible to achieve)? Miquel Barceló’s works holds some 

of these answers within them. It is through the products of his endeavors that we can see 

a place to begin a new discussion about the influence of African art and culture on 

European art.  
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Chapter 1 

A Historical Relationship between Africa and the West 

 

  Historically “we”, meaning the west, have been at odds to place Africa amongst 

the other nations of the world in a comfortable and satisfactory manner. Certainly in an 

artistic sense Africa has always had a significant power over the western and more 

specifically the European artist from the beginning of their discovery of African objects. 

Many of these objects brought back from early expeditions to the African continent were 

seen as oddities. So-called “primitive” art was wrongly categorized by ethnographers, 

mistaking their “lack of skill” for an inferiority of evolutionary development. From the 

very beginning these “artifacts” were grouped with pre-historic and unclassified 

art.(Burkhart) This act of miscategorization by the  colonial ego has continued to 

permeate the consciousness of the western mind, especially in how it places African art 

and culture amongst others throughout the world. Most commonly it has been associated 

with terms like: inferior, basic, primitive. Without some consideration of the cultural 

significance of these objects, which were taken far outside of their context, they were at 

times disregarded and seen as unimportant. At most they may have seemed interesting for 

how “crude” they appeared to the classical tastes of the time.  

 This initial misunderstanding of African art resulted in a limitation of influence 

upon Europeans artists, because it was seen to have been produced by a people not 

adequately evolved in their skills as artists, and therefore offering nothing of note to the 

more highly evolved westerner. These African objects persevered however and found 
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their way into places of display and were eventually collected privately. A new 

conversation then began about how exactly to fit these objects into art museums, how 

they should be talked about from a critical standpoint, and just how “simple” they 

actually were.  

 In a survey conducted by critic Felix Feneon in 1920 about whether arts from 

remote places should be admitted into the Louvre, a professor of Ethnography replied 

tellingly, illustrating the attitude of the time towards African art objects. His comment 

represents a semi or half-aware viewpoint, conceding to displaying the objects, but he 

does not sufficiently express the deserved respect for the people who produced them:  

 There are just as many reasons to devote one or more rooms at the  Louvre to 

 “primitive art”, or, as we ethnographers call it, the art of “half-civilized” 

 peoples…I would only like to observe that there are “masterpieces” [of Primitive 

 art] gathering dust in forgotten corners in our provincial museums. We might as 

 well gather them in Paris. (Feneon)  

It is clear that the author is seeking a good opportunity to further his career as an 

ethnographer, but more importantly he seems to recognize the artistic integrity in the 

pieces. Later it is revealed in the author’s writing that it is his hope that ethnography finds 

its way permanently into the museums, ensuring himself a long, successful career, so this 

admittance of “Primitive art” into the Louvre seems quite self-serving, but the reference 

to these works as masterpieces is encouraging for the time.  

 In an equally divided account from Marius De Zayas, who organized the first 

exhibit of African objects at the 291 Gallery in New York, a very western-centered 
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notion of Africa and its art can be sensed from some of his reasoning as to why “Negro 

Art” is the basis for modern art. He says,  

 Negro art, product of the “Land of Fright,” created by a mentality full of fear, 

 and completely devoid of the faculties of observation and analysis, is the pure 

 expression of the emotion of a savage race-victims of nature-who see the outer 

 world only under its most intensely expressive aspect and not under its natural 

 one.(De Zayas)  

While appreciation for the art objects is being expressed here, it is clear that a reference 

to “Negro art”, coming from the “Land of Fright”, being created by a “savage” race, 

incapable of displaying the same level of skill as the western-trained artist is simply 

missing the point and inflicts western standards upon something which does not apply. In 

doing so Marius De Zayas has contributed to a damaging legacy of western centered 

interpretation, even if he was attempting to prove how valuable and perhaps even crucial 

African art is to modern art.  

 Italian writer and art critic Carlo Anti responds to De Zayas’s show of African 

sculpture in this statement. At first equally eager to interpret the African works from his 

own point of view, he says: 

 On the other hand, the passion for the primitive and the exotic, so widely diffused 

 at the present day, attracted the [modern] artist inevitably toward negro-

 sculpture…because it was the product of a primitivism unbridled by any 

 conscious artistic purpose, provided exactly what the artists were in search of, not 

 in spite of, but because of the rudeness of its products. (Anti)  
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This seems at first to be similar to De Zayas’s Western-centrism, however the following 

seems to be the more widely stressed point in the essay,  

 To comprehend completely a negro work of art one would need to  reconstruct 

 the negro soul, and this, if indeed it be possible, would require an effect of 

 ethnographic learning of which no one has felt himself capable. Up to the present 

 time, therefore, negro-sculpture has been judged from a European and twentieth-

 century point-of-view. (Anti) 

This point is well taken and still relevant in today’s discussion on the topic. It provides an 

example of how attitudes were varied and often conflicted throughout this time, 

providing a little hope and a prelude of what was to come. However, it is important to 

note that although the tone of this piece is written in a considerate manner here as early as 

1923, just ten years prior to this we can read strong criticism of African art, equating it to 

the art of children, as though African people are childish and less evolved in their skill.  

 I make no excuses for the attitudes and ideas of these people, nor do I excuse the 

language they used to discuss African art, African people, and African culture. I quote the 

original language as intended by the authors in the commentary sentences following them 

or preceding them, in order to stress the difficulty that I have with the language being 

used.  It is quite jarring now to look back at some of the writings and see how overt the 

notions of superiority were. As an important aside, Social Darwinism was, during this 

time, an accepted position in philosophy and certainly permeated the consciousness of 

society as well.  The terminology employed throughout these various discussions in the 

past and even in present day is truly dated and, I argue later, is damaging to what has 

become the fate of African art and African people, but I will address this in more detail in 
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Chapter 2. The main point here is that the African objects that made their way to 

European audiences were historically mistreated both physically by being miscategorized 

and conceptually in being perceived as being produced by an inferior race, although there 

are some exceptions as we have just seen.  The discussion about African art then became 

public domain, and more and more people of prominent social status continued to discuss 

what to do with these extraordinary art objects.  

 A marked change in historical perspective towards African art is noted by Parisian 

art dealer Paul Guillaume, who writing in the early 1900’s expresses this thought:  

 In recent years artists, collectors, and museums have thought themselves capable 

 of appreciating the idols of Africa and Oceania from a purely artistic point of 

 view, while disregarding the supernatural quality that was attributed to them by 

 the artists who sculpted them and the believers who worshiped them. (Guillaume) 

The reference to the makers of the art objects as “artists” and the simple understanding 

that what makes the object so enticing is our inability to fully understand them is quite 

revelatory for this time. A contemporary of Guillaume’s and very notable in terms of the 

expressionist movement is painter Emil Nolde, who takes Guillaume’s idea even further 

to say,  

 We “educated” people have not moved so wondrously far  ahead…Our actions 

 cut two ways. For centuries, we Europeans have treated the primitive peoples with 

 irresponsible voraciousness. We have annihilated people and races-and always 

 under the hypocritical pretext of the best of intentions. Animals of prey know 

 little pity. We whites often show even less. (Nolde)  
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These comments illustrate to me an awareness not found in other writings of the time. 

Although they were written several years earlier than some of the samples previously 

mentioned, we can see how commentaries like Guillaume’s and Nolde’s have raised new 

questions and inspired thought within society as to how Europe/the west relates to 

African art and people. This new mindset reveals that the way African art is considered 

has come to a new place where it is thought of independently, having its own value, 

without the projection of European perspective.   

On the art of African people Nolde states that,  

 The fundamental sense of identity, the plastic—colorful—ornamental pleasure 

 shown by “primitives” for their weapons and their objects of sacred or daily uses 

 are surely often more beautiful than the saccharinely tasteful decorations on the 

 objects in the show cases of our salons and in the museums of arts and crafts. 

 (Nolde) 

 

 
 
Fig.1 
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 The issues that surround the historical comments above are complicated to sift 

through. They present a tension between what has always been a philosophical dilema. 

Does the value we place upon objects, especially ones we know little of in terms of 

cultural significance, implicate us in a systematic perpetuation of ethnocentricism? Is this 

part of fundamental human behavior? Is the problem more that we insist on projecting 

our own value system on these objects, instead of educating ourselves about them, 

especially now knowing where we have come from within the context of history? Do we 

desire a continuation of mystery in order to maintain our ideas of Africa and its art? I 

would answer “yes” to all of these questions, but to stay within the context of history, I 

think it is important to look to the works of Picasso for a further exploration of how we as 

westerners relate to African art and culture. The answers to these undeniably fundamental 

questions will be addressed later in Chapter 2, when a more contemporary look at Africa, 

its influence on European art, and current discussion on the topic becomes our focus. 

   Although Picasso is the artist most associated with the initial appreciation of 

“primitive” art, we have seen through previous discussion mentioned within this reading, 

that many others and some before him had also taken quite an interest in it. Denis Dutton 

comments smartly about this in his discussion about tribal art and artifacts, “It remained, 

however, for the modernists early in this century to discover that primitive artifacts could 

also be art. (Or so a self-serving modernist mythology insists: in actuality, there were 

people before Picasso & Co. who appreciated the genius of primitive artists.)”. Even if 

Picasso was not the single artist to “discover” African art, he saw something in it that 

inspired him dramatically. In my view his contribution to the art world in general was and 

remains to be so profound and varied that it is not surprising that he would be associated 
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with “discovering” something in art that was unique to his artistic insight. Regardless of 

the fact that Picasso received so much acclaim for his appreciation of African art objects, 

it is difficult to discern what he himself thought about them. In a quite thoroughly 

researched biography on Picasso, John Richardson discusses what he postulated to be 

Picasso’s feeling towards African objects. He explains,  

 He was convinced that people’s magic and strength rubbed off on things they 

 had wrought or cherished, worn or used…Their clunky primitivism—bulging 

 eyes, mammoth ears, heavy jaws—provided  him with an ethnic catalyst for 

 stylistic experimentation. More to the point, these “barbarous” 

 objects…constituted Picasso’s roots. Their atavistic power was a major, though 

 by no means unique, source of energy with which the artist, like Frankenstein, 

 would galvanize his Desmoiselles into life. (Richardson)  

The painting Richardson is referring to is Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d'Avignon. This 

famous painting is most widely believed to have been inspired by Picasso’s trip to an 

infrequently visited Ethnographic Museum at the Trocadero, where he saw numerous 

African masks and sculpture. According to myth or fact, depending on who’s story seems 

more believable at any given time, Picasso may or may not have even been aware of 

African art while executing Desmoiselles.  
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In a conversation between Picasso and his associate Malraux, Picasso describes his 

experience at the Ethnographic Museum,  

 The masks weren’t just like any other pieces of sculpture. Not at all. They were 

 magic things. The Negro pieces were intercesseurs,  mediators…I understood 

 everything! I understood why I was a painter. All alone in that awful museum, 

 with masks, dolls made by the redskins, dusty manikins. Les Demoiselles 

 d’Avignon must have come to me that very day, but not all because of the forms; 

 because it was my first exorcism painting—yes, absolutely! (Richardson)   

But in a different account, Picasso is depicted as having informed another associate that  

 the critics have never taken the trouble to study his picture closely.  Had they 

 noticed…the structure of the heads, the shape of the ears, and the delineation of 

 the eyes, they would never have fallen into the error of suggesting that this picture 

 derived from African statuary. The artist has formally assured me that at the time 

 
Fig.2 
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 he was painting the “Demoiselles d’Avignon” he was unaware of the art of black 

 Africa. (Richardson)  

After further reading on this subject it seems that Picasso was quite fond of telling 

different stories to different people and later became somewhat secretive and aloof about 

what his true feelings were on any particular subject. Picasso had gained tremendous 

popularity and success and by protecting his methodology and along with that his private 

life, he also smartly prevented himself from being boxed in by interested parties. It is the 

opinion of the author and I agree as well that,  

 One look at the Demoiselles confirms that the tribal adoption of the 

 heads…owes everything to what he saw at the Trocadero, if not to  specific 

 examples of tribal art, then to a generalized memory of the  primitive things he 

 had seen there. (Richardson)   

Richardson goes on to explain that Picasso’s unique contribution was specifically the use 

of Iberian sculpture as a source of inspiration, but as far as tribal art in general,   

 Vlaminck had been collecting art negre since 1904; Matisse had shown Picasso a 

 piece from his collection months before he started work on the Demoiselles; and 

 deny it though he might, Picasso visited the Trocadero at Derain’s urging—not, as 

 he claimed, on a whim. (Richardson) 

 I found these last few notions to be the most intriguing part of the story. Picasso 

kept his relationship to African objects ambiguous to the people around him and in 

addition, he encouraged myths about himself to circulate amongst those most interested 

in the truth, namely his contemporaries and rivals, painters and intellectuals alike. Could 

it be that there was something unknown even to him about these African sculptures and 
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due to this fact they held an indiscernible power over him? Could it be that Picasso 

recognized that without cultural context, the foreign objects could be understood in any 

number of ways, and however convenient that may be, could he have recognized that he 

overlooked the intentions behind the objects? Or was he simply doing what many artists 

do, protecting his secret weapon: an arsenal of endless inspiration? It is difficult to know 

whether any of these points were at all important to Picasso or whether artistic form was 

the leading attraction to him.  Clearly we can see that African objects have an important 

historical place in European art history. As art objects from Africa became more 

important in terms of their role as influential art pieces to such major artists as Picasso, 

Matisse, Derain, and Braque, they also became more highly sought after by art dealers 

and museums. These artists, however vague their published ideas may have been on the 

subject, helped African art and culture to be part of a larger discussion. The power and 

spirit of Africa was and remains, captivating, and this undeniable factor came shining 

through in the expressions of these artists. 
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Chapter 2 

Perspectives have changed: A Modern Approach towards African Art and Culture 

 

 Immediately upon beginning research for this project, I encountered numerous 

problems with terminology, categorization, and philosophy surrounding African art, its 

people, and its culture. The reference to “the primitive” invokes a sentiment of 

simplification or limitation which is often put in contrast to our European history of 

highly evolved methodology and capabilities.  The use of the term “Negro Art” and 

worse at times, not only provides painful accounts of harmful attitudes towards African 

people, but also gives us a sense of how easily African art objects could have been 

mistreated and misunderstood. That even today I could find contemporary documents 

describing African art as primitive is indicative of an extremely dated notion of western 

superiority, which I believe has severely limited our ability to benefit from the richness of 

African culture. So not surprisingly, one can only imagine the attitudes of those authors 

writing from earlier on in history towards the subject of African art. In an anthology of 

writings on the subject of “primitivism”, a prominent German art historian and critic in 

1915 reflects on contemporary attitudes of those around him, 

 There is scarcely an art that Europeans are more suspicious of than  African art. 

 At first, they often refuse even to call it art, so that the gap between these works 

 and the European attitude is expressed in a contempt that has led to a negative 

 terminology…However, from the very start, the African is considered an inferior, 
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 who must be ruthlessly improved, and what he has to offer is dismissed a priori as 

 deficient. (Einstein) 

There are countless examples of writings like these that reflect an air of diminishment 

and certainly a type of skepticism as well. Rather than spending time going over all of the 

feelings of superiority that can easily be identified in the past, I found some solace in 

more contemporary writings that quite clearly identify the problems that are relevant 

today and with these we can get a sense where we have come from, just within a 

relatively short period of time.  Author Jack Flam says this about the terms “primitive and 

“primitive art”: 

 If the terms are now so charged that the use of the words themselves has become 

 problematic, that is in so small measure because the  consideration of Primitive art 

 and of so-called primitive peoples has been tainted by a considerable amount of 

 racism, and because it has been linked to a number of cultural issues that may be 

 only indirectly related to the art but have had an enormous impact on how  that art 

 has been studied and written about. (Primitivism and Twentieth-Century Art) 

In a fairly contemporary paper which discusses the influence of “primitive” art on artists 

of western culture, the author states in the very beginning,  

 I hesitate to use the word “primitive” to describe this rich vein of  creative 

 expression. This term tends to reinforce the stereotypes that serve as a barrier to 

 our understanding of this art. The creative expression of these people is not simple 

 or undeveloped as the term suggests, and its use adds to our confusion. (Burkhart) 

These two examples of contemporary thought capture what is only very plain at this point 

in time: The terminology adopted by a culture to categorize another culture can be very 
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damaging and in the case of the African person, artist, and art object this is still an issue 

that needs to be addressed. However, improvements have been made. More recently the 

use of the word “tribal” has been adopted to describe certain types of African art, but 

depending on the type of art being discussed this can still be insufficient and entirely out 

of touch with what should be described with terminology that depicts a vibrant force in 

the discussion of art. 

 To fill out our understanding of just how rich contemporary African art is, I 

would like to go through Susan Vogel’s categorical “strains” of contemporary African 

art. By briefly summarizing these points we can get a feel for how varied the types of 

African art are today and shatter the association of “primitive” with Africa permanently. 

 In the introduction to Vogel’s expansive and thorough book on Twentieth century 

African art, she defines what she sees as the main categories of contemporary African art. 

By looking briefly at these we can familiarize ourselves with the more recent trends 

within Africa and also see how interactions with Europeans have influenced some of the 

ways art is made. The main intention of doing so is to educate myself and hopefully the 

reader, providing some insight into the way Africa contributes to the wider art world and 

continues to do so in a valid, sophisticated, and valuable way. By examining some of 

these points we can see just how much perspectives on African art and African culture 

have changed. Because her book addresses art being made in the twentieth century I do 

realize that we are not covering some movements that may have arisen in the last ten 

years. While this is a limitation, I think that the information we can gain by examining 

these types of art serves as at least a good place to begin and will help to broaden our 
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scope of understanding in that we can truly see what has happened in the African art 

world more recently.  

 The first strain of Vogel’s method of categorization is as one might guess 

Traditional art. She defines this as being art that is,  

 village based, and is made by artists who work mainly for members of their own 

 ethnic group. They have been trained through a relaxed form of traditional 

 teaching-usually apprenticeship-and make works that serve old functions. (Vogel)  

Importantly Vogel recognizes that traditional artists do not “ignore appreciation of 

innovation and their willing adoption of new ideas and forms” and they do often work for 

the tourist market, both advanced and contemporary concepts. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3 



                                                                                                                                         

 19 

 The second strain of African art is what Vogel refers to as New Functional art. 

This is art that “will become traditional if it continues to be made by the next generation” 

(Vogel). The artists of this particular type tend to be “self-taught innovators who 

experiment with traditional methods, often mixing materials and motifs” (Vogel). In 

some instances the artists may become well known through their ability to reach a wider 

audience. 

 

Urban art is the third strain of twentieth century African art.  Often urban art is 

commercial in nature, and the images may include signage on buildings or businesses or 

paintings sold to workers and tourists. Most artists of this type are formally untrained, 

and make art in large volumes in order to make a living. 
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International art, the fourth strain according to Vogel, is art that is produced by a 

Western-trained artist, who makes artwork to be shown internationally in galleries and 

exhibitions throughout the world. Often these artists represent their countries 
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internationally as being a uniquely gifted person, mostly selling their work to the elite of 

their own country and to foreigners. 

 

 

The last strain of Vogel’s categories of African art is Extinct art. This refers to art of the 

past within Africa. Pieces now stored and displayed in museums, and she poignantly adds 
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“in the collective memory, or living on in contemporary reproductions neither made nor 

used for the objects’ original function” (Vogel).  

 

I found support for this notion in an article discussing this very conundrum within the 

West’s interaction with much of “tribal arts” where Europeans, seeking to understand 

tribal arts, face problems differentiating between art and artifacts, in other words 

reproductions and authentic art objects. The article has the rather impressive goal in mind 

of attempting to define and separate the two, revealing the true authenticity of African 

objects; however for our purposes Denis Dutton explains here that,    

 where art works might in the past have been created for exclusively ritual or 

 spiritual purposes, they are today increasingly produced for sale to tourists or 

 foreign commercial buyers. Many such “made for export” traditional pieces, or in 

 any event continue a ritual artifact tradition, beyond the survival of the beliefs that 

 underpinned it, indeed beyond the life of the ritual itself. (Dutton) 

The “legacy”, previously referred to, of extinct art Vogel explains is 
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  both a burden and an inspiration for contemporary artists. It is often 

 appropriated as a symbol of national unity, and treated as a reservoir of forms for 

 popular images, conferring prestige and signaling African identity. (Vogel)  

Vogel hits on something here that is so powerful and profound, something I hope to 

illustrate as being a quintessential part of what Miquel Barceló’s work reveals to us. The 

notion that the art that exists within a people (whose art in the past was not commonly 

given the status of “art”) is what is still at the heart of so much African art made today. 

My point here is to say that art can have invisible roots, so deeply entrenched in its 

generations of people that the only history of it remains in the culture of the people. It 

ceases to be an object of art and instead transcends its physical manifestation becoming a 

symbolic virtue. This has always been chased by the West, but amusingly it has always 

disappeared in its grasp, which may be why to Dutton’s dismay, we Westerners simply 

have a terrible time distinguishing between authenticity and reproduction.  

 This issue of authenticity raised by Dutton is part of a larger conversation going 

on at present surrounding African art and is important to go through more carefully. 

Giving due credit where it is deserved, our ideas of Africa, its people, and its culture have 

changed, but new problems arise from this obsession of ours with the concept of 

“authenticity” in regards to African art. In a chapter discussing the contemporary 

ramifications of the West’s interaction with African art objects, Larry Shiner proposes 

several problems arising from our system of art and how we treat art from other cultures 

within that system. Our concern with authenticity again rises to the forefront as he 

successfully points out many of the obstacles we create for ourselves.   
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 In the U.S., Europe, and in Africa, galleries and museums house much of what is 

seen as fine art by the public. The role that these institutions play is unquestionable in 

influencing and exposing art to the wider world as well as in creating a paradigm with 

which to view it.  As Shiner highlights in his essay, in many cases the African art objects 

which are not intended for museum or gallery display and instead have some other 

utilitarian or ritualistic purpose are the very ones being sought after to be displayed. 

Because of the preferential treatment for objects that are “authentic”, there is a clear 

emphasis on origin and use.  One could find items in an African gallery that have price 

tags with tribal designation or phrases where “has been danced” appear denoting the 

realness of the object. (Shiner) To make the matter more complex, there have been 

scandalous accounts of African objects being reproduced by traditional carvers 

specifically for the purpose of display in national museums. (Shiner) As Shiner points 

out, the irony here is that 

 the attitude is that carvings not intended to be “art” in our sense but made as 

 functional objects are considered “authentic tribal art”, whereas carvings intended 

 to be “art” in our sense…are reduced to the status of craft. (Shiner)  

It is as though the intention and market for the art (as deemed by the Western mind) 

marks its fate as being a mere item of craft or a true example of African artistic merit. It 

is an unfortunate enforcement of the Western system, which results in an undermining of 

African culture. I see this is an old problem reoccurring throughout history but today it is 

set within different circumstances. Shiner comments and I agree that there is an important 

difference between a mask or power figure carved for sale to outsiders and the rich 

associations of pieces used in ceremonies. But it is not the difference between art and 
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craft. The spirituality meanings of carvings made for specific ritual uses are not the same 

as the spirituality we ascribe to fine art. By maintaining this misguided notion of 

authenticity, we are comparing African culture and the art within it to Western art instead 

of comparing it to itself.  In order to do this with any authority at all, we would need 

education and an open mind, something we seem to have difficulty obtaining 

simultaneously in regards to African art.  

 Categorically the division of art into fine art or craft seems harmless at first, after 

all craft has seen resurgences throughout time as being popular forms of artistic 

expression. We have museums dedicated to the history of crafts. However Shiner points 

out the more detrimental effects of this division. By selecting certain types of African art 

and categorizing those as fine art, we inherently leave the others to the realm of craft. In 

doing so, we are inflicting our European-centered ideas, once again, upon those of Africa. 

Shiner explains, 

 This elevation [of certain art objects] has usually tended to promote only those 

 things that fit European ideas of fine arts, while relegating  the rest to the status 

 of craft, even though no such division existed within the cultures of origin…What 

 seems a natural division between art and craft to us appears merely arbitrary to 

 those not fully acculturated to the Euro-American system of art. (Shiner) 

This not only belittles and ignores the intention of the artist; in some cases it undermines 

the social and religious context of traditional arts. Also, as mentioned in Chapter one, this 

selection process perpetuates our own ignorance, proving that we still choose our own 

version of a people, rather than the one that exists. Is it human nature to refer to the world 

from one’s own perspective? Yes. But it is indeed more enriching and empowering to try 
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to understand as much as possible about the things we know little about. In an attempt to 

do so we understand more about the world we live in and we leave everyone’s dignity in 

tact, something we should all strive for, for ourselves as well as others. 

 So to follow up on that note, I would like to resolve this chapter by discussing 

some of the defining characteristics that make contemporary African style significant. By 

providing this information, I hope to emphasize the artistic talent that exists within Africa 

today and to provide a basis with which to asses the significance of Miquel Barceló’s 

work in that setting.  

 According to Vogel, there continues to be “visual links” between African art from 

the past and contemporary African art, which remains still somewhat separate from 

Western or European art. Firstly, content is of prime importance to the African artist (and 

she includes African artists living abroad). Vogel says,  

 artists, critics, and audiences, tend to share an experience that works of art will 

 have a readable message or story. African art of all kinds is  likely to be 

 explainable in terms of a narrative or a religious, social, or political text known to 

 both artists and audiences. (Vogel) 

Most surprising to Vogel and to me as well is the idea that all forms of contemporary 

African, across all genres, art is seen as functional. Vogel explains that art seems to 

always transcend being for mere pleasure or decoration alone; instead it seems to have a 

kind of seriousness, a higher mission to serve some good. The general consensus is that it 

must honor, instruct, uplift, clarify, or even scold, expose, and ridicule to push people to 

be what they must be. Even at its most lighthearted, it is never trivial (Vogel).  



                                                                                                                                         

 27 

  The most important defining feature that appears in contemporary African art of 

all kinds is repetition.  The significance of this concept became more and more 

interesting to me as I delved further into her discussion of it. Vogel first mentions this in 

terms of the relationship between the art and the audience. In much of traditional African 

art and music there are many examples of an emphasis on the relationship between the 

audience who act as recievers and the artist who act as animators. Vogel uses a good 

example: “The call-and-response pattern of African music, where the soloist sings or 

drums a segment and the group produces an answering passage”. In this context, the 

music would function in addressing a certain familiar theme, fulfilling the role of both the 

audience and the artist.  

 Lastly, the Western notion of creating art purely for oneself, for one’s own 

isolated interests is somewhat peculiar in Africa. This relationship between audience and 

artist and the sharing of recognizable thematic material is important to the African artist. 

In some cases the artist relies heavily upon this common knowledge as a basis to 

understand their later variations upon the same theme. As opposed to the Western 

emphasis on originality, the African system of arts hones in their artists a desire to 

“develop a personal idiom (or more than one) which changes little over their lives” 

(Vogel). So as she continues on to say,  

 The idea of the artwork as a reprise of familiar themes lies deep in  the African 

 conception of creativity. Where originality, the ability to create something never 

 before known, remains a fundamental concept, however strongly contested, in the 

 Western idea of the artist, the African artist is more likely to be seen as part of a 

 continuum. (Vogel) 
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However along with this distinction from the West she adds an important comment:   

 The African artist is never solely an imitator, never literally repeating an earlier 

 form (as craftspeople do),…the African reprise is an end in  itself, designed not to 

 develop or improve on the basic theme [to strive towards perfection] but to 

 embody it in a given instance…An African work of art is never seen as a 

 culminating statement, is never definitive. (Vogel) 

The distinction by Vogel of the African artist from a craftsperson is very important as we 

have already discussed because of the harmful, discrediting effects that this label has 

within the Western notion of art, but also Vogel points to another more complex 

difference of paradigm. The Western thought of repetition as a mode of striving towards 

perfection, which is heavily rooted in the notion of progress, is truly different from the 

African sense of repetition and reprise as a way of conversing and inclusion; this is 

culturally revelatory. Both emphasize creativity, but certainly in different terms. 

Considering these themes we can come to see a certain uniqueness in the art of Africa.  

 Without a doubt one of the more prominent thematic features of contemporary 

African art is the continuing distillation of the effects of colonization from the West. 

Vogel poignantly calls this process, “digesting the west”. European military and political 

presence in Africa enforced multitudes of changes, essentially reaching throughout the 

continent. Urbanization, Western-style education, a money economy, and the advance of 

Islam and Christianity are just some of the major issues involved in this change, and all 

have been depicted or referred to throughout contemporary African art. Although periods 

of rapid social change and turbulence tend to be followed by periods of peace, removal of 

art by European soldiers, missionaries, and an over-interested art market has lead at times 
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to the demise of essential art creation and in extreme cases of traditional riches. At the 

same time, the availability of ideas, technology, patrons, and a range of techniques has 

truly opened up worlds of possibility for contemporary African artists in ways never 

before possible (Vogel). The point of tension between these two concepts is often a 

source of conflict depicted by artists, who not only see this all around them, but 

experience this personally in the art world as well. It is a tricky puzzle, which may have 

unsolvable answers. But the way it is captured is truly exceptional. 

 

      

 All of these characteristics of contemporary African art are significant to our 

better understanding of what it means to be a part of African art and culture. From a 

Western perspective, which is the one I am writing from, I see so many holes and 

discrepancies in my own knowledge, what I have been taught, what I have been exposed 

to, and what could potentially be a truly rich appreciation that I feel at times as though 

progress is meaningless unless it is all encompassing. By leaving whole continents out of 

a discussion and by just accepting our own ignorance as though it is ineffectual we do 

ourselves a great injustice. Nevertheless there is hope. There are true changes in the way 
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that the West and Africa are interacting today. Miquel Barceló has given us an insight 

into this interaction and it behooves us to take a cue from his approach to African art and 

culture in order to better understand, educate, and enrich ourselves.  

 Although much of the philosophy, the terminology, and the artistic paradigm with 

which to comprehend African art and its culture has been and still remains today 

problematic, it is important to mark the changes in the western mind and note how the 

African mind and the Western mind can come to a meeting point. By learning about the 

current trends in African art, we can see how much it has changed significantly 

throughout time. Although the changes in attitude towards the African people, its culture, 

and its artistic merit are still far from what is hugely deserved, European artists have 

played a part in exposing this culture to the western world. Miquel Barceló exemplifies 

this very change in the consciousness of the western mind. Through exploring Miquel 

Barceló’s work and the experiences that inspired his expressions, we can see how these 

changes are significant to our understanding of the contemporary relationship between 

African art and culture and its influence on Western art.  
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Chapter 3 

Miquel Barceló  

 

 Miquel Barceló’s work provides a contemporary example of how African people, 

their culture, their art, and their spirit remain continually present in the interests of 

westerners today. Having Picasso and other great artists of note as visionaries from the 

past, Barceló has much to draw from in terms of subject matter, but he has his own 

contemporary take on the relationship between himself, his country, and the place: 

Africa. His appropriations are not solely from objects, as they often were by artists in the 

past, they are from the very dirt that he lives upon as a traveler throughout Africa and 

living amongst African people. They are from the glances of the people. Barceló manages 

to capture the very essence of something inexpressible about a people, but never fails to 

remind you that he is only a viewer, not a participant, because to think so would be false. 

This point of departure is where the significance lies between Barceló and the rest of 

European art history behind him. He provides Africa as it is, with respect, with dignity, 

and without being a caricature of what the world sees of it, all the while being what he is: 

a westerner, a spectator, and a friend, nothing more. This expression of Africa from 

Miquel Barceló epitomizes a contemporary relationship with Africa, for better or for 

worse, and this to me marks the beginning of something new, with significant 

consequences, and with exciting possibilities. 

 From the beginning Miquel Barceló has offered something new to much of the art 

world within the West and beyond. By examining Barceló’s experience as an artist we 
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can understand how rich his relationship with Africa is and what it means to us as 

viewers of his work. According to many Barceló has always offered much within his 

work in terms of themes, particularly decay, organic matter, and the cyclical nature of the 

world and the surrounding metaphors. His early work was considered experimental in 

style; he had already integrated animal imagery as a strong subject in his painting. 

Barceló has not limited himself to painting in the traditional sense although he 

undisputedly paints from the perspective of a European. According to the art center that 

contains official information on the artist, he first began classes at Escuela de Bellas 

Artes Sant Jordi, in Barcelona; however he attended classes only for a few months. My 

point here is to say that although Barceló often does not limit himself to stay within the 

traditional boundaries of being a “painter” or “sculptor”, he does seem aware that 

boundaries exist. He is excited to push them. Experimentation is certainly one of the 

defining characteristics of Barceló’s work.  

 In one of Barceló’s more prominent works of late, he participated in a 

performance art piece entitled Paso Doble, which is the dance inspired by the Spanish 

bullfight (a dance to the death). In 2006, Barceló collaborated with the French-Serbian 

dancer and choreographer Joseph Nadj on a mixed-media piece which they performed at 

the Festival d’Avignon in Palma. The pair worked with a mural of ten tons of fresh clay 

to design their creation. In the piece the two artists battle it out on this clay carpet/curtain, 

leaving human imprints along the way. 

  Having viewed this performance online, I immediately noticed that there is a loud 

physicality we are able to see in this performance that is strongly felt in viewing 

Barceló’s paintings and ceramic work even when viewed in the setting of a quiet 
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museum. I think it is clear that the symbolism expressed in the piece speaks to the 

relationship between humans and earth as something visceral. Decay, fossilization, and 

the natural cycles of life and death are again present in this unique performance. 
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 I found this description of the performance: 

 The whole history of human mark-making seems to be represented, and as 

 fleeting pictures of trees and animals and heavenly bodies and geometric shapes 

 emerge only to be erased, we are reminded one minute of pre-historic cave 

 paintings, then of Aztec walls, then of Medieval church facades. Just as the 

 bullfight moves through stages with different weapons, so does this Paso Doble. 

 The next phase begins as each man fetches a ready-made soft clay pot and  places 

 it over his head, squashing it into a mask. Ears are pulled out of the clay; eyeholes 

 gouged with fingers or fists; nostrils molded with thumbs. It is a very odd but 

 completely engrossing form of instant mask-making; a wild and ferocious 

 puppetry. (Animations Online) 

 It is no mistake that within this commentary we can see traces of traditional 

African art and its influence on Barceló. The role of masks and their significance in this 

piece transcend the notion of puppetry in my mind. Masks are man, creation, spirit, or 

something that is more than just an act. The metamorphosis of dirt (clay) into something 

like ourselves is again a statement about the visceral response we have to the material. 

Creation and destruction is part of nature and part of human nature it seems. This piece 

speaks to our innate animal responses.  The whole theme of the piece is truly a 

culmination of Barceló’s life experiences, and it is clear how much Africa has played a 

part in shaping that experience. 

 Another piece of Barceló’s which has received much attention is his work on the 

gothic cathedral in Palma de Mallorca, locally known as La Seu. Barceló created a 985 
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sq. feet ceramic mural that took him 7 years to complete. The mural represents the 

miracle of the multiplication of the bread and fish according to the Gospel of Saint John, 

6:5-15. Barceló collaborated with the ceramist, Vincenzo Santoriello to produce the 

mural. The chapel also boasts 39-foot high, stained glass windows, made by artist Jean-

Dominique Fleury.  
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                                                                                                                Fig. 16 

The refurbishment of the Cathedral by Barceló makes an important contribution to the 

history of the Cathedral. In a description of the cathedral I uncovered one fact rarely 

mentioned, that renowned artist Antoni Gaudi had earlier contributed to the Cathedral as 

well. 

 Beneath forty-foot-high stained-glass windows, Miquel Barceló, one of Spain's 

 leading artists and a Majorca native, has stretched the ancient medium of terra-

 cotta to astonishing dimensions, encasing the chapel in more than 3,200 square 

 feet of sculptural painted clay to create a mystical grotto depicting the biblical 

 story of the miracle of the loaves and fishes. A frothy wave crests as swirling 

 shoals of fish, octopuses and other sea creatures congregate below; crusty loaves 

 of bread emerge from the opposite wall; and an evanescent image of Christ looms 

 over the tabernacle in between. A century earlier, Antoni Gaudí designed some of 

 the wrought-iron metalwork in the stunning Gothic cathedral, putting Barceló in 

 very good company. (Town and Country) 
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 The portion of the Cathedral Barceló has added has the remarkable appearance of 

again something “of the earth” which interestingly calls to mind the more non-western 

religious symbolism which contrasts the beautiful Gothic-style architecture. The 

installation yet again enhances our understanding of ourselves as visceral beings, as 

animals, and as merely part of a larger natural life cycle, adding to the setting of religious 

worship.  

 The last major work by Barceló, and the piece most known because of its 

surrounding monetary controversy, is Barceló’s domed ceiling of the building’s newly 

created human rights alliance of civilizations chamber in the UN’s palace of nations in 

Geneva, often referred to as Room XX.  The controversial work of art is a massive 

sculptural installation consisting of multi-colored stalactite forms that appear to be 

dripping from the ceiling.  

 

                                                                                                Fig. 17 
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Barceló revealed at the unveiling of the project that the concept for the sculpture came to 

him while he was in Africa. Barceló explained, ‘on a day of immense heat in the middle 

of the Sahel desert, I recall with vivacity the mirage of an image of the world dripping 

toward the sky’ (Designboom). The vivid idea later took shape as he planned out the 

work. The choice for Barceló as the artist to be commissioned was no doubt motivated by 

the multi-cultural themes already established in his work and by his ability to create some 

kind of unity within his viewers.  A notable source explained something notable and 

interesting about the significance of the technique employed for the ceiling, 

 Because the sculpture is so large, viewers are forced to circle around the room. As 

 they move around the room, the sculpture the directional painting technique 

 comes into play. The piece’s appearance alters depending on the viewer’s 

 perspective in the room. For example, the piece may appear predominately grey 

 looking from one location, while from another it may appear multi-colored. 

 (Designboom)  
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The same article goes on to explain that this technique relates to the symbolism within 

this specific piece, 

 The direction painting technique is perhaps the most symbolic aspect of Barceló’s 

 sculpture. For starters, the work’s multi-colored appearance can be read as a very 

 literal parallel to the multi-cultural nature of the world and the UN. In addition, 

 the fact that the work cannot be properly understood from any one perspective 

 alludes to the chamber’s function. Like the issues discussed in the UN, altering 

 one’s perspective can affect your viewpoint. (Designboom) 

At the unveiling on November 18th, Barceló gave a short speech in French, Catalan and 

Castilian. In this talk he revealed his main sources of inspiration for the installation’s 

appearance: a cave and the sea. He explained that the piece was executed to combine the 

two simultaneously. Barceló further explained, ‘the cave is a metaphor for the agora,  the 

first meeting place of the citizens in Athens, Greece, also the big African tree under 

which to sit to talk, and the only possible future: dialogue, human rights’.(Designboom) 

 
 
 
 
Fig. 21 



                                                                                                                                         

 41 

 To me the metaphor within Barceló’s ceiling represents a perfect symbol, 

standing for a place of unity within humankind. I find his usage of African symbolism, 

which permeates all of his works, as well as his commentary on the future of humanity 

represented in a way that truly speaks to all. It is very clear that because of his experience 

in Africa the artist has spent enough time outside of Western society to be able to access 

a unique type of universality. Although the ceiling piece has been criticized both on 

financial and visual grounds, it remains to me a successful statement about the potential 

future relations between nations.  

 Now I would like to turn to more specifically towards Barceló’s African work. 

During a part of the year, Barceló makes his trip to Mali, in north western Africa, where 

he has traveled since the mid-eighties to live amongst the Dogon people.  

Fig. 22 

His first trip to this area was a meaningful and lasting experience. In a book documenting 

Barceló’s travels author Rudy Chiappini says,  
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 This first encounter would come as an abrupt shock. Physical and  mental, 

 biological and cultural, this jolt would be immediately reflected in his work. The 

 African world confirmed for Barceló the relativity of the Eurocentric references 

 that had until then dominated his work. It did not prompt him to wipe the slate 

 clean of his previous cultural legacy, but to return to deeper origins; not to 

 nothingness but to the essence of art and life, and to the role of the artist. Africa 

 invited Barceló to strip himself of the crust and veneers, to liberate  himself from 

 the pressures and dictates of fashion. (Chiappini)   

Barceló situated himself in very good standing amongst the art world previous to his 

initial departure for Africa. It is believed that in addition to other reasons, his decision to 

go to Africa was a deliberate statement that he would not “paint on demand” and that 

instead of going through the usual predictable hoops, he would leave his destiny up to 

chance. By submerging himself in an environment that he was unaccustomed to, he 

challenged himself and his art in ways not otherwise achievable. “He was fleeing from 

the known, from intellectual conformity, from the temptation of repetition and what was 

easy”. (Chiappini)  Barceló then emerged from this experience with a new kind of insight 

and richness. In the following statement about Barceló’s mind set upon his return we can 

get a better feel for this change: 

 Embodying these experiences and recognitions, Barceló returns, with a renewed 

 strength and freedom, to more classical, and seemingly more conventional, 

 themes in the history of painting: landscapes, still life’s, the artist’s studio, 

 studies of light and shade, portraits, and so on, bringing to all of them the imprint 
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 of Africa. The images and themes are not as important as the dust, the land, the 

 hunger, the pain and laughter, the guts of time, the fragility, the conflict between 

 what endures and what changes. Africa is everywhere. Africa is the grandeur and 

 drama of natural forces, the intensity of experience, the direct confrontation with 

 the basic dimensions of life and death. This Africa exists in the glaciers of the 

 Alps, in the bullfights, in the studio of the artist, in the kitchens serving the 

 world’s most refined tables. This Africa brings us into contact with much we 

 would like to deny or try to forget. (Chiappini) 

I love this statement because it addresses almost all of the things we have talked about so 

far in terms of Africa. It speaks to the notion that Africa itself brings to the Western mind 

feelings of shame and feelings that have not been properly addressed, something we 

would rather forget about than deal with. It also reminds us that Africa is so much a part 

of the world but we have continually forgotten to recognize this. This acknowledgment 

from Barceló is confrontational but necessary. He remains himself in the situation but 

brings with him a new enlightenment.  For Barceló his experience in Africa was not 

about searching for something he already knew, as western history so often makes the 

mistake of doing. Barceló seems to want the unknown. By allowing Africa to imprint 

itself upon him, he learned about the people and culture in a way that is quite 

unique…almost sacrificial. Chiappini again poignantly adds,  

 Barcelo’s interest in Africa had nothing to do with exoticism, nor with the search 

 for the noble savage, nor with nostalgia for paradise lost. Above all, he wanted to 
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 abandon what was easy and known; he went in search of insecurity, to regain 

 uncertainty. (Chiappini)   

The wisdom of such an approach is exactly where Barceló succeeds. This quality is 

continually present in his work and proves to be the place of departure and potential 

turning point for how we as westerners interact with African art, its’ people, and its’ 

culture.  

 I think it is important to discuss briefly Barceló’s technique when working in 

Africa because it helps to decipher one type of work versus another. Because of the hot, 

dry, and very windy climate in the area of Africa where he works, Barceló paints in 

smaller journals quite often. Because of the immensely strong winds, paint often melts 

off the canvas and dirt and sand are often encapsulated in the pigments. This effect is 

sometimes incorporated into the pieces while others are painted separately in his studio in 

Paris. Also Barceló’s ceramic works began developing mainly while in Africa and 

because of his close relationship with a local potter in the village, he learned some 

techniques which he continues to use in his small and large scale pieces. The hot climate 

destroyed several of his early works, and the others were quite fragile, however Barceló 

went on to adopt ceramics as a medium equal to that of his paintings. 
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Again the challenge of opposition has become a successfully integrated characteristic of 

his painting, sculpture, and ceramic work. Barceló has described its affects: 

Fig. 23 

Fig. 24 
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 It’s all so difficult, so much heat, so much dust…the bugs eat the canvases and 

 it’s difficult to get materials…In those circumstances picking up the brush is a 

 gesture made through absolute necessity. (Chiappini) 

 Also of note is the particular location where Barceló works. Miquel Barceló 

initially traveled throughout Western Africa and eventually settled in a rural area of Mali 

in the town of Sangha where the Dogon people reside. Through years of returning back to 

the same area of Africa, Barceló eventually created relationships that have allowed him to 

stay with the Dogon people. He was eventually allowed to reside in a house, which the 

village elders determined for him, following the symbolic numbers and architectural 

traditions that make their houses representations of the human body, and which Barceló 

continues to return and work in today. The house is located at the top of the cliffs 

overlooking the rest of the village. It is surrounded by caves and sits beside a spring.  

 

 
 
Fig. 25 
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 The friendships that Barceló has made with many of the people in Dogon country 

have naturally made some of the portrait paintings personal and unique in a way that ties 

together Barceló’s experience of Africa, the landscape, and the impermanence of life 

itself, which is probably the most over-arching theme in most of his pieces. For Barceló it 

seems that all of these are inseparable and this is all the more obvious on so many levels 

in Africa. Enrique Juncosa, in an interview with Barceló remarks, 

  I remember that Catherine Lampert said to me that the portraits of  your friends, 

 like the ones of Ogobara, were practically the first portraits of Africans by a 

 Western artist in which the subjects were friends, with names and surnames, and 

 not ethnic types. (The African Work)  

Barceló replied, 

  It’s true, I paint people that I know well. My friends. Nearly always Amo, 

 Ogobara or Dolo. My situation with respect to Africa is not one of a landscape 

 
 
Fig. 26 
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 painter or watercolorist on holiday. I have an impact on  the social fabric of the 

 village. I live there. (The African Work)  

 

 
 
 
Fig. 27 
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Fig. 28 

 
 
 
 
Fig. 29 
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 In Barceló’s still life’s, fruit and animals as well as both human and animal skulls 

bring us back again and again to the impermanence of our time here on this earth, but 

they also tend to remind us that we humans are in fact just animals when it comes down 

to it. And like the fruit and meat that we consume for sustenance, we too someday will be 

consumed by death. The line drawn between us and them becomes slimmer as we see it 

all juxtaposed together. This is perfectly depicted in a double-sided piece entitled Double 

Portrait where one side of the paper sculpturally depicts two heads, while on the 

opposing side, in its concave structure, two papayas have been painted.  Barceló often 

incorporates fruit and hair and other organic materials into the very subjects that are 

depicted and again the holes created by bugs and heat provide the perfect representation 

of the rapid decline we all experience as part of life. 

 

Fig. 30 
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  Again this theme is addressed in the painting entitled, Crane et Bouc, (Skull and 

Goat), where side by side, amongst other remaining organic materials like seashells, all 

creatures of the earth and sea are depicted as equal when they have passed through this 

life. 

  

 
 
 
Fig. 31 

 
 
 
Fig. 32 
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The animal imagery has been long present in Barceló's work, yet his experience in Africa 

has shaped the way it is depicted.  

 

 

 
 
 
Fig. 33 

 
 
 
Fig. 34 
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Animal parts strung up in trees as well as animals rotting in the heat are specific settings 

to show these animals. The African environment is highly contrasts the European interior 

tradition in these pieces. The aesthetic style Barceló developed while in Africa became 

something he also brought back with him to his European studios. His experimentation 

with the effects of the environment was thoroughly incorporated in his larger paintings on 

canvas.  

 As we have seen through Barceló’s work, Africa has played an enormous role in 

every aspect of his approach whether it is through subject matter, approach, or simply in 

the way the elements of the environment affect the surface of his pieces. Because of 

Barceló’s ability to allow Africa to imprint itself upon his very character, he has shown 

us through his work a potential place for honest exchange and right-minded examination, 

without losing one’s identity in the process and without damaging the dignity of the 

people involved. This has allowed his relationship with Africa to lead to a rich, dynamic, 

and powerful connection. The insight that we can gain from viewing Barceló’s work is 

priceless. His work provides a superb model of how to approach art from another culture 

and integrate it to form a new kind of combination. By confronting existing issues of 

racism and poverty, we can be optimistic about the future relationship between Africa 

and the West. By heeding the mindset offered in Barceló’s work we can hopefully make a 

positive change in the way we as Westerners relate to Africa and African people.  
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Chapter 4 

A New Relationship 

 As we look into the future, I think it falls upon us as Westerners to recognize the 

potential artistic richness that can be gained, through a modified and updated view of 

Africa, its people, and its culture. By recognizing some of the damaging perspectives that 

have existed and have had lasting impacts upon our ability to see African art and culture 

in a respectful and dignified manner, we can hopefully attempt to reconcile this 

relationship. Like the symbol of Barceló’s ceiling, open dialogue is the only future for the 

human race and by accepting this fate, a new understanding can lead to a contagious new 

sense of the world.  

 I foresee this issue in the future evolving over time in different struggles and 

amongst individuals and countries. With more and more discussion over the canons of 

disciplines and the need to represent those who have been disenfranchised due to 

problematic systems in place, African art and culture has a chance to be part of this larger 

discussion for the first time. Hopefully these considerations can permeate our educational 

institutions, governments, our media, and our consciousness. Exhibitions like that of 

Miquel Barceló’s are important for keeping the topic relevant, in that the more we see the 

issue being addressed in public, the longer it stays within our realm of thought.  

 Clearly there is and will always be an interest in African art and culture in the 

minds of Westerners, hopefully not for the sake of exoticism but because Africa has 
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much to contribute in terms of artistic strength and vitality of its own accord. Although 

this is certainly true, gaining this knowledge may require a lot of learning and adjusting 

in order to fully understand the unique system of art that exists within Africa. Like most 

continents in the world, the past and present are often tied together in complicated knots 

and untying them only happens slowly and with continued perseverance. 

 In order to better illustrate what I mean, I would like to refer back to a passage 

that I mentioned in Chapter 2. Again to discuss the disparities in concepts used to 

describe things African, author Jack Flam who compiled a compilation of essays and 

articles on the topic of “Primitive art” comments,  

  The consideration of primitive art and of so-called primitive peoples has been 

 tainted by a considerable amount of racism, and it has been  linked to a number of 

 cultural issues that may be only indirectly related to the art but have had an 

 enormous impact on how that art has been studied and written about. (Flam) 

The passage goes on to explain that the cultural issues referred to here  

 include the history and ongoing discourse about colonialism, the economic 

 disparities between what came to be known as the Developed and Third Worlds, 

 and the stresses and strains created by the increasingly hybrid nature of modern 

 culture. (Flam) 

Flam’s book describes one of its attributes as “showing how discourses [on these topics] 

throughout the twentieth century were in constant flux” and I think this project has 

continued on in this vein. There is surely a constant sense that things are being sorted 
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through and inch by inch ground is being gained, however not necessarily in a linear 

fashion.   

 For the future relationship of Africa and the West to be successful, there are 

attitudes that need to be adopted by those within the art world and beyond. As we have 

discussed the act of praising and encouraging one type of art within a culture, leads to the 

detriment and omission of art forms that could contribute to our richness of African art 

and culture. This act also leads to the imposition of Western artistic systematic practices 

onto those who already have a system in place. The attitude that needs to be adopted by 

those in the art world is one of an educated and open-minded nature. By understanding 

the ramifications of this preference for western-centeredness perhaps we can be more 

open to the richness of African artistic practices and can allow them to be seen in all their 

dimensionality. 

 By insisting that the unapproved selling of objects of authenticity will have 

consequences, we can also gain a new understanding of Africa and its culture in a way 

that is humanitarian and civil. Because some objects are created for settings outside of 

galleries and museums and may have significant religious value, the respectful treatment 

of such objects is something that should be demanded by galleries and museums within 

the art world. By supporting this ideal they will be making a deliberate statement that 

they will not stand for inappropriate selling or displaying of objects for monetary gain 

because of the damaging consequences that result. In turn the gesture may open up new 

paths for communicating and an appreciation between the West and Africa. Countries 

and peoples are so often at odds with each other for political reasons or religious reasons 
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and the arts have always provided a place for expression, without boundaries and with a 

universal language. By educating ourselves about what we need to know in order to 

better understand one another, this forum can continue to evolve.   
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Conclusion 

 Although I hope that this project has covered most of the material currently 

available to discuss the topic of contemporary African and European artistic relations, I 

do of course realize that this inquiry has not attempted to cover some other topics central 

to the relationship. The topic of Women artists in Africa is something that I could have 

spoken of for hundreds of pages. Women artists are hugely unrepresented in Africa and 

in most cases any woman wishing to make art in any capacity outside of traditional art 

usually seeks out the wider art world outside of Africa in order to do so. Most women 

either leave Africa altogether or in some cases try to put their artistic abilities into 

something less than what they would wish to. In an interview, artist Sokari Douglas 

Camp, a Nigerian sculptor, explains what the major influences of her work are. She says:  

 The major influences are the Kalabari festival and the fact that in the West 

 women are allowed to make sculptures. In my own situation in Nigeria, I would 

 not be given the opportunity to make art, because objects in my part are religious. 

 If I were making objects in Nigeria, I would be a priestess. I wouldn’t be talking 

 about art. I’d be talking about curing people or talking to spirits…  
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 This particular artist has never practiced art in her own country yet is engrossed in its 

culture while living outside of it. She uses both traditional and contemporary forms in her 

work. The topic of Women artists in Africa is something that continues to develop and 

will require yet again a new set of “rules” to understand fully from a western perspective. 

 Another topic of great interest yet too large to conquer in this project is the role of 

artists Pablo Picasso and George Braque, and others in “discovering” African art. Just as 

a matter of accuracy, I would have liked to look closer at the way African objects were 

obtained by the artists as well as how they were treated and with what degree of artistic 

merit they were assigned by them. The technical parts of the African subject matter that 

 
 
 
Fig. 35 
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were appropriated by Picasso and others were not discussed at any depth here and this 

was an intentional decision which allowed for more room in discussing the acts and 

concepts behind their decisions. I did not wish to get too bogged down in discussing the 

surrounding artistic movements and their effects because again it would have taken a lot 

of room in a discussion that I thought needed more in terms of ideas.  By choosing to 

emphasize these parts of the topic I hoped to provide more of an accurate picture as to 

how they were really used and what kind of contributions African art has had and 

continues to have upon Western artists.  

 On Dutton’s topic of authenticity, I would have liked to probe more deeply into 

why it is that we are so intent upon obtaining the unobtainable, even at the cost of 

damaging a cultural tradition. The philosophical questions of human nature have always 

been interesting to me and I think that the questions posed in the first Chapter are what 

still remain with me the most after going through all of the material for this project, 

namely: Is the system of racism developed in the world due to some part of fundamental 

human/animal nature? Are we capable of rising above it…evolving into a place of mutual 

respect for one another? Do we perpetuate racism in order to avoid educating ourselves, 

out of laziness and/or in order to continue the legacy of mystery which maintains our 

ideas of Africa and its art? I think the answer to many of these questions is again “yes”, 

but I feel conflicted because I also believe that human beings are capable of transcending 

this damaging cycle. By claiming ignorance we can avoid the negative consequences of 

infringing our own belief system upon a culture, something we have a long tradition of 

doing, but I also believe in the positive aspects of human nature. The very word 

“humanity” itself is born out of the concept that within us all resides the ability to find a 
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place of commonality or kinship just on the basis that we are all of the same human 

species. This may be a rather idealistic view, but I do not see the harm in leaning towards 

optimism rather than the other. These philosophical matters are perhaps another topic for 

another time but it is truly inseparable from the issues surrounding Africa and the West. 

  One point that Vogel has raised in her books and articles (and something I find 

necessary to reveal to the reader ) is that at some point it has to be said that within the 

system of twenty-first century Western scholarship there is only so much that can be 

expressed about African art and culture, without loosing some of the effect, even with the 

best of intentions and large amounts of research. I am aware that this is just an inherent 

incongruity that is unavoidable. I do not apologize for operating within this system 

because it has lent itself to an inspiring and rich wealth of knowledge, but I also realize 

that to presume that this project can speak authoritatively about a realm that is outside my 

own direct knowledge base is erroneous or at least is going to be limited.  

 Miquel Barceló’s work is vast and endless and there are many, many paintings, 

sculptures, ceramics, and sketchbook pieces that are as important as many of the images 

that were depicted in Chapter 3. It is difficult to choose which ones most represent the 

concepts that were important to this particular project, because his work is seamless in its 

relationship with Africa, African people, and African culture. The concept that I cannot 

seem to emphasis enough is how essential they are in demonstrating this new relationship 

and the potential future of humanity. Barceló’s approach has no visible ego, but it is so 

potent. The art is not about making immature, rash political statements or pleas, instead it 

visually unfolds to reveal the inner worlds of people that are a part of Barceló’s life. 
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Through this, we as the viewer, see something important and insightful…life, death, 

Africa. We are able to see it not as idealized or distorted but just as it is.  
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