
Western artists are seldom affected by questions of representation. 

However, others often need to display a sense of belonging and a 

particular set of cultural codes in order to enter an increasingly global 

market in permanent search of novelties.  Conversely, it could be 

argued that if over contextualization has not been relevant to the 

appreciation of ancient art, to what extent should it be necessary 

when displaying cultural ‘otherness’. 

The emphasis on permanent renewal and innovation that used to be 

an intrinsic component of the advancement of modern art has shifted 

to the discovery and exploration of new cartographies, due to the 

connectedness defining global intercourse. Emerging economic 

markets resulting from newly forged commercial and political 

alliances produce an incessant flow of ‘exotic’ art into the main world 

capitals. Nevertheless, what follows is a range of opportunities for 

artists to expand their reach and gain visibility.  Occasionally, such 

visibility spills into illuminating cultural aspects that facilitate 

communication and understanding of their world. 

 

The expanding scene of African contemporary art is achieving a 

historical height of attention due to a number of factors.  

Firstly, the increasing flow of international artists and art professionals 

to the continent, attracted by events such as biennials, festivals and 

art fairs taking place in several African countries. From Senegal’s 

pioneering Dakar Biennale, which inaugurated the biennale scene in 

Africa in 1992, these gatherings have expanded to Algeria, Angola, 

Benin, D. R. Congo, Egypt, Mali, Morocco and South Africa. It is 

worth noting that Senegal became exemplary among African 



countries due to a particular political vision. Spearheaded by the first 

President of Senegal and laureate poet Léopold Sédar Senghor, in 

the early 1960s the country established a national network of cultural 

institutions encompassing the school of Fine Arts, the state-funded 

artists’ village and the first Pan African Festival of Black Arts of 1966, 

which was held in the newly built Musée Dynamique and the Daniel-

Sorano theatre. This remarkable investment in the cultural sector by 

Senghor helped to establish the city of Dakar as what philosopher 

Achille Mbembe has called a trully Afropolitan center, and to host the 

first Biennale of visual arts in 1992. The event presented the work of 

one hundred and seventy artists from the continent, Latin America, 

Europe and Asia, thus becoming one of the precursors of the global 

exhibition model. 

 

Secondly, the urge of western museums to conquer new territories for 

their collections as a means to correct Eurocentric art history 

discourses, has doubtlessly contributed to the legitimization of artists 

from Africa and its Diasporas in the last decade.  

The same had happened earlier with Latin American art. The time 

difference between the ‘discoveries’ of these two eccentric zones is 

marked by a gap of hundred and fifty years between independence 

movements on both sides of the Atlantic. The consequence of Latin 

American colonies earlier independence is that the history of art 

movements along the 20th century is marked by numerous 

exchanges with Europe. The intimate connection of Latin American 

artists of the historical avant-garde with the European art scene 

resulted in a palatable integration of styles and conceptual visions 



that produced original but recognizable visual products. In this 

context, Latin American artists worked within a framework of 

reference that attempted to re-elaborate the cultural movements 

imported from abroad into a locally manufactured complexity.  

Besides, art schools and annual salons until very recently replicated 

the teaching of what was in vogue in Europe. 

These type of exchanges occurred at a different pace in African 

countries, with obvious particularities depending on the fluxes of 

European influence and the establishment of a diversity of teaching 

institutions emerging in each country.  

Fundamentally, it must be remembered that as many regions of 

Africa remained unexplored by Europe until the 1900s and given the 

misconceptions fomented by a colonial mindset, the continent 

remained locked in the perpetual atemporarlity of ‘primitivism’. 

Western museums which famously embraced modern artists’ 

borrowing of such ‘primitivism’ represented Africa with ancient 

sculptures and other ritual artifacts, disregarding the obvious fact that 

the continent was alive and well, and actively producing culture of the 

highest caliber. 

Among the many visual manifestations that remained virtually 

undiscovered until a couple of decades ago, photography is an 

example of the growth of an artistic language that has surpassed all 

expectations. The production of images by mechanical means has 

existed in Africa since the 1800s, predominantly in coastal areas 

more exposed to external influences.  

From the masters of studio portraiture such as Senegalese Mama 

Casset, and the ‘father of African photography’ Seydou Keita from 



Mali, photography constituted a sophisticated visual language that set 

the tone for subsequent generations of artists. 

With a breath of approaches - ranging from social documentary, 

portraiture, gender critique and landscape - the production of 

photography by a number of African artists is illuminating the rich 

dynamism of the multiple cultures coexisting in African cities today. 

The same can be said of the full scope of contemporary Latin 

American and African art, here brought together by the utopic image 

of a unified territory or Pangaea.  
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