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MESCHAC GABA

sweetness

Opening: Saturday 12th May 2007 Via del Castello 11 and Via Arco dei Becci 1, 6pm–12 midnight

Until 27th August 2007, Tuesday–Saturday, 2–7pm

Galleria Continua is pleased to announce sweetness, a solo exhibition by the Beninese artist Meschac Gaba. The two installations showing at the gallery, Sweetness and Perruques-architecture, both invite the viewer to consider issues relating to the fusion of national identities. The artist creates a kind of “global village”, the forms and materials of which are indicative of a broad vision that transcends physical geographical boundaries and gives rise to hybrid, heterogeneous landscapes.
Featuring in the sugar city simply called Sweetness, placed in the suggestive space of the stage, are some of the most instantly recognizable buildings of the world’s biggest metropolises – the Eiffel Tower in Paris, the Cathedral of Brasilia, the ‘Gherkin’ in London –, which have been made by assembling small pieces of sugar. Though apparently light-hearted, his artistic practice throws light on a number of fundamental and controversial issues concerning different modes of coexisting and constructing shared spaces, the aim being to find the ethical sense of collective life. These themes were at the centre of the cultural debate that inspired the 27th São Paulo Biennial, where the installation was shown last October.

The second installation, that occupies the space of via Arco de’ Becci, consists of thirty-four “perruques-architecture” produced in Benin last year. These “wig-buildings” reference monuments in Paris, Cotonou – the city where the artist was born –, and Ivry-sur-Seine, where they were exhibited for the first time after having been presented in a fashion parade/performance on the streets of Paris in June 2006, here documented with a video projection. Twenty of the wigs on display in the gallery were chosen for the Gwangju Biennial last year.

The transformation of solid architectural forms – the most representative buildings of the three cities from which they derive – into compositions of hair climbing up ultra-light metal structures effectively debunks cultural, religious and economic icons associated with national identities. It is a practice the artist has already experimented with on a number of occasions, for instance when he “reworked” the buildings of New York for The Studio Museum in Harlem in 2004. This, in fact, was the first of a series of works with wigs. It is no accident that he decided to use artificial tresses, which are immediately identifiable with African culture; he then chose buildings that symbolize the US economy and subjected them to a process of “carnivalesque dressing up” in order to reveal their essential fragility.

Gaba thus sets in train a process that questions the very idea of the monument, of the cultural icon, and everything that ends up being transformed into a fetish of a cultural identity, at the same time raising the issue of the difficulty of achieving an equilibrium in multicultural societies.

Born in Cotonou (Benin) in 1961, Meschac Gaba lives and works in Rotterdam. He moved to Holland in 1996 to study at the Rijksakademie voor Beeldende Kunsten in Amsterdam.

In any brief biography of the artist mention must be made of his imposing “Museum of Contemporary African Art” project, which engaged him for six years from 1997 to 2002. First shown to the general public at the Rijksakademie in Amsterdam, this ambitious project involved constructing a 12-room “nomadic” museum that can be set up in the gallery spaces of other museums. It houses a range of work by Gaba: paintings (plywood panels covered with chalk and painted with the colours found most commonly in African flags), sculpture (gold-coloured stones and ceramics in the shape of chicken wings or thighs) and interactive installations (puzzle-tables that viewers are invited to interact with by piecing together some of the flags of Africa). The range of materials used in the project is matched by the variety of content. Gaba’s underlying aim is to demonstrate that African art has long since moved on from what tends to be viewed by Western eyes, all too often and in a very obvious way, as objects of spirituality, ethnography and ritual. At the same time, however, the artist refuses to legitimate the notion of a museum of contemporary African art for the simple reason that contemporaneity implies globalism.

In addition to all this, even the idea of the museum is called into question, as the names of the twelve rooms suggest. These include the Music Room, the Restaurant, the Art and Religion Room, and the Library, all of which are rather anomalous names for the rooms of a museum. In particular, with the Marriage Room (where the artist and his partner Alexandra van Dongen got married), Gaba reaffirms the essentiality of the art-life mix and the subjectivity of artistic practice.

Meschac Gaba has participated in a number of important art events, including Documenta XI at Kassel in 2002 and the 50th Venice Biennale in 2003, where the artist was one of five artists chosen by Rein Wolfs for the Dutch Pavilion as being amongst the most representative contemporary artists currently active in his adoptive country. In 2006 he contributed to the biennials of Gwangju (South Korea) and São Paulo (Brazil). The latter was preceded by a summer residency in Recife. Other important residencies won by the artist include the annual one at the PS1 studios in New York (2003–04).

The artist has had solo shows at the S.M.A.K. in Gent (2000), the Witte de With in Rotterdam (2001), the Palais de Tokyo in Paris (2002), the Tate Modern in London (2005) and the The Studio Museum in Harlem in New York (2005).
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