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His runaway success began with castaway junk: a bag of
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The artist pictured outside his studio in Nsukka, Nigeria. “Life is a way of one being shuffled,” Anatsui said. “And I’ve always
wanted my work to be about life.” Photograph by Lakin Ogunbanwo for The New Yorker
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hen I saw El Anatsui’s exhibition “Triumphant Scale” in Bern, Switzerland, on March 12, 2020, the World Health Organiza

had just declared �����-19 a pandemic. I’d been looking for a �ight back to New York since three o’clock in the

morning, after learning that the United States was closing its borders with Europe. The streets were nearly empty in the

quiet medieval capital, a city once home to Paul Klee and Albert Einstein. Every other building seemed to be made of the same

gray-green sandstone. Kiosk displays alternately �ashed ads for the exhibition and public-health advisories, which had grown more

alarming in the four days I’d waited for Anatsui. Walking into the Kunstmuseum Bern, a stately neo-Renaissance structure

overlooking the Aare, I realized that I would likely never meet the artist.

Under a skylight in the second-story rotunda hung “Gravity and Grace” (2010), a thirty-seven-foot sheet of more than ten

thousand liquor-bottle tops joined with copper wire. Anatsui’s works are often draped and folded, but this one was �at, and it

shone like a dragon’s hide stretched on an invisible rack. Shapes appeared in the �eld of aluminum disks, intricately arranged by

chromatic value. A red sun enveloped in pink haze—Gravity—held court at one end; an oval of dusty blue—Grace—glimmered at

the other. Around them, red, yellow, and silver caps swirled as though caught between orbits. The sculpture presided over the

room like a faceless eminence, cautiously greeted by a semicircle of nineteenth-century busts.

Anatsui, a seventy-six-year-old Ghanaian sculptor based in Nigeria, has trans�gured many grand spaces with his cascading metal

mosaics. Museums don them like regalia, as though to signal their graduation into an enlightened cosmopolitan modernity; they

have graced, among other landmarks, the façades of London’s Royal Academy, Venice’s Museo Fortuny, and Marrakech’s El Badi

Palace. The sheets sell for millions, attracting collectors as disparate as ����, the Vatican, and Bloomberg L.P. In the past ten

years, public fascination with their medium’s trash-to-treasure novelty has matured into a broader appreciation of Anatsui’s

signi�cance. The man who dazzled with a formal trick may also be the exemplary sculptor of our precariously networked world.

“Triumphant Scale,” a career-spanning survey, drew record-breaking crowds when it opened, in March, 2019, at Munich’s Haus

der Kunst. From there, the show travelled to the Arab Museum of Modern Art, in Doha, where Anatsui was fêted by Qatari

royalty. The exhibition had been slightly downsized for Bern, a city of mannered architecture and muted colors, where the artist’s

shimmering invertebrate creations seemed almost unreal by contrast. There were massive red and black monochrome works, whose

uniformity drew attention to their subtle folds and textural variations. Others conjured up landscapes, like the sprawling �oor

sculpture that �lled one small gallery with a garden of bottle-cap rosettes. I stood before the exquisitely varied “In the World but

Don’t Know the World” (2009) for half an hour without exhausting its cartography: white-gold seas, blue-and-yellow

checkerboards, silver cities with grids of black streets and tiny red districts.

It was all aluminum, but up close I found an origami of distinct alterations. Many of the caps were crushed into the shape of

fortune cookies; others were neatly folded into squares. A swath of see-through “lace” was linked together from the bottles’ thin

seals. Some of the caps weren’t caps at all. The brightest blues were tiles of roo�ng strip, while squares of iridescent silver had been

cut from newsprint plates. I leaned in to read the tiny headlines and trademarks: “Liquor Headmaster,” “Plans for safe drinking

water,” “Game of luck explained.” Every bit had been handled by countless individuals: Anatsui often describes his work as a

gathering of “spiritual charge.”

It was an incontestable demonstration that bottle caps have “more versatility than canvas and oil,” as Anatsui recently wrote in the

Guardian. A central principle of his work is the “un�xed form,” which leaves a sculpture’s �nal con�guration up to curators and

collectors. “He thinks of these as living objects, just like human beings,” Chika Okeke-Agulu, who curated “Triumphant Scale”

with Okwui Enwezor, explained during our tour of the exhibition. He showed me one early metal sculpture made of rusty milk
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tins, which resembled a heap of oversized coins draped over a walrus. It was displayed as “Yam Mound,” but the same work,

differently arranged, had appeared under other names and guises. Nobody sees the same Anatsui twice.

Okeke-Agulu, a scholar of modern and contemporary African art who teaches at Princeton, has known many Anatsuis. He

studied with the artist as an undergraduate, later working as his studio assistant, and had carved two of the wooden wall reliefs on

view. For Okeke-Agulu, the exhibition was a deeply personal milestone shadowed by the loss of his collaborator; Enwezor, perhaps

the most in�uential curator of his generation, had died a year earlier. Con�ned by illness to his Munich apartment, where he kept

a scale model of the museum’s galleries, he oversaw the �nal preparations from his deathbed.

“Triumphant Scale” was in some ways the culmination of a campaign that began in 1994, when Okeke-Agulu published an

interview with Anatsui in the inaugural issue of Nka, a journal that Enwezor founded to secure wider critical attention for African

artists. Anatsui, who then worked in wood, had speculated about using cheap local materials to create large immersive sculptures.

“It was precisely anticipating this moment,” Okeke-Agulu told me. “The day that an African artist, alone, would occupy a major

Western museum.”

hen I reached El Anatsui in April, Nigeria, like most of the world, had locked down. The sculptor was at home, trying,

he said, “to keep the mind blank.” He lives in a quiet hilltop neighborhood with sweeping views of Nsukka, the college

town where he’s resided for forty-�ve years. From his balcony, he could see his shuttered studio, where a monumental sheet

destined for the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, sat un�nished on the workroom �oor. For Anatsui, who doesn’t sketch in

advance—trees grow without a blueprint, he has remarked—work had more or less ceased. He’d cancelled trips to Bern, where I’d

originally planned to meet him, and to Ghana, for the opening of a new studio near Accra. But he took the interruptions

philosophically. “Life is a way of one being shuffled,” he said. “And I’ve always wanted my work to be about life.”

Anatsui is an extraordinarily deliberate man, prone to thoughtful silences that I couldn’t always distinguish from lags in our Skype

connection. (“El doesn’t chat, inside the studio or out,” Amarachi Okafor, a former student of Anatsui’s who now works as his

assistant and archivist, warned me.) His voice is low and gentle, with long, melodious vowels that he uses to dwell and re�ect.

Often stopping to revise and re�ne his words—or qualify them with a private laugh and a “Well, not quiiite”—he gives the

impression of being both incurably restless and in�nitely patient. At public appearances, where he tends to dress in slacks and

colorfully patterned shirts, he’s a warm, un�appable presence: arms crossed, slight slouch, gaze steady between his close-cropped

white hair and silver brow-line spectacles.

The artist typically begins his mornings at six, waking to the sound of bells from a nearby Carmelite monastery. He drives to work

in a Hyundai Tucson, stereo tuned to the Pidgin English station Wazobia, 93.7 FM. The studio, which opened in 2018, is a three-

story fortress the color of gunmetal which towers over every other structure in the vicinity. Crews of young assistants shape bottle

caps from distilleries in Nsukka and across Nigeria. (A supplier in nearby Onitsha, known for its storied market, ships more than a

ton of them every few months.) The men work in two large halls of a gated complex equipped with offices, showers, security

personnel, and enough room for several large works in various stages of assembly. But Anatsui says that his studio is, if anything,

too small. A couple of years ago, he visited Anselm Kiefer’s studio near Paris, where the German artist invited him to ride a bicycle

across the hangar-size workshop. In comparison, he said, “my studio has no size at all.”

Everything starts on the ground. Anatsui paces the �oor in sandals, bottle caps crunching underfoot, taking pictures and

inspecting each block of linked metal before indicating where it should fuse into the larger composite. The bigger sheets are made



of separable sections, and, often, Anatsui can’t be sure of exactly what a composition will look like until it’s installed. Sometimes he

ascends a staircase to a small balcony for a better view. From there he directs assembly using a laser pointer, guiding his assistants

like the conductor of a symphony orchestra.

Anatsui recruited more than a hundred and �fty temporary workers to complete three monumental commissions for “Triumphant

Scale.” In the words of his studio manager, Uche Onyishi, he “extended his workshop into the community.” Many were rural

women who worked at home; others were students, teachers, or civil servants, some of whom earned more than their yearly salaries

from the project. Nsukka’s authorities took notice. Shortly after Anatsui returned from Munich, the town’s traditional monarch

awarded him an Igbo chieftaincy title—a rare distinction, especially for a foreign-born man—in recognition of his contributions to

local life.

Afamefuna Orji, a mechanical engineer who once worked at Anatsui’s studio, �rst approached the artist for a job as an

impoverished teen-ager. Anatsui not only hired him—paying enough that his mother visited to make sure that the “studio” wasn’t

a front for petty crime—but supported his education. “Boys come to the studio, and in a few months they have motorbikes, they

have businesses set up,” Okafor told me. “Some of them graduate and still come back. It’s art on another level.”

The virus interrupted this intensely collaborative work. Anatsui spent much of the spring and summer reading, growing produce in

his garden, and walking for exercise around the empty university campus, where he taught sculpture in the �ne-arts department for

thirty-six years. His few indulgences revolve around wellness. A yoga and squash enthusiast, he attends yearly retreats at health

resorts from Kerala to West Palm Beach, where he adopted a raw vegetarian diet. When I asked if he ever drinks the liquor that

furnishes material for his sculptures, he said no, but added that, as a young man, he drank quite a bit. Now an occasional glass of

beer or wine suffices, though a former colleague recently introduced him to single-malt whiskey.

Anatsui, a lifelong bachelor, lives alone, but keeps in close touch with family in Ghana and the United States. It isn’t always easy;

Internet access comes and goes. He enjoys the comedy of Trevor Noah (“a brilliant chap”) and often exchanges memes with a

nephew in Brooklyn, though he hardly uses social media, except to read the latest in a WhatsApp group dedicated to the highlife

music of his Ghanaian youth. (His college band once performed alongside a formative group led by Fela Kuti, whose horn Anatsui

played between sets; he says it was “decrepit.”) Because the local utilities are so unreliable, he generates his own electricity using

solar panels, and collects rainwater in a tank.

He lived in faculty housing until his retirement, in 2011. Even now, his circumstances are modest. A friend called his two cars

“disreputable-looking,” while Orji, the former assistant, described his two-story concrete residence as hardly one of the nicest in

the neighborhood. “I think my house is more beautiful than Prof ’s,” he re�ected. “He knows where to show off and where not to

show off.”

Like his bottle-cap sheets, often mischaracterized as a form of recycling, Anatsui’s austere life style can easily be taken as a high-

minded statement. In fact, he lives simply for the same reason that he uses found materials: to afford himself the maximum

possible freedom. Anything that might impede his creativity is out, not least his own sculptures; the walls of his home are bare. “If

you feel attached to your work, it means you have a feeling you have gotten to the end,” he told me.

Anatsui’s �rst bottle caps were an accidental discovery. In 1998, he was walking on the outskirts of Nsukka when he found a

discarded bag of loose caps along the roadside. It was an invitation. For decades, the artist had been resurrecting refuse in



metamorphic sculptures, expanding the signi�cance of everyday objects without effacing their origins. “I let the material lead me,”

he said. “If it can’t say something, then it better not be made to say it.”

At the Nsukka studio, a new work bound for Houston’s Museum of Fine Arts. Photograph by Lakin Ogunbanwo for The New Yorker

His process requires a great deal of patience. Anatsui didn’t know what to do with the �rst bottle caps he collected. Busy

experimenting with other used metal—evaporated-milk cans, cassava graters—he kept them in his studio for two years before

working them into a sculpture. Most were red and gold, with silver undersides and evocative brand names that changed as often as

every few months. He eventually secured a regular supply from an area distillery, taking part in an active local market.
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Later, Anatsui drew connections between his medium and the triangular trade that once linked Europe, Africa, and the Americas.

But his �rst interest was in what bottle caps could do, and in what new dimensions they might open in his pursuit of �exibility and

freedom. They proved an ideal material—vivid, malleable, local, abundant, and cheap.

Assisted by two former students, Anatsui started connecting the bits of metal with copper wire, as he’d previously done with can

lids. There was little sign that anything signi�cant was about to occur at the former warehouse then serving as his studio; Okafor,

who worked with Anatsui on the �rst sheets, said that “playing” with the caps was at �rst a form of busywork. Her friends used to

come by and laugh, asking why she wasted her time in a “dirty-looking place” surrounded by old wood and metal. But she’d

learned to see art differently: “You �nish making it in the dirt, and then you come out and put it in a clean place.”

Anatsui’s Adam and Eve in the new medium were “Man’s Cloth” and “Woman’s Cloth.” The “male” was composed of �attened

rectangular strips from the bottle’s neck; the “female” added circular bottle tops. Doubtful whether the caps had enough tensile

strength to hold together at larger sizes, Anatsui made each one only a few yards long. He had conceived the pair as a one-off

experiment but discovered a sense of possibility in the material. A mesh of liquor-bottle caps wasn’t a static thing but a kind of

tactile “choir,” distilling opaque, elusive �ashes from a community’s life. “What I’m interested in is the fact of many hands,” he told

me. “When people see work like that, they should be able to feel the presence of those people.”

n the early days, Anatsui would sometimes transport his bottle-cap sculptures in a practical way that surprised their recipients:

folded in small crates or even in suitcases that he delivered himself. The �rst to receive such a shipment was Elisabeth

Lalouschek, the artistic director at London’s October Gallery, where “Man’s Cloth” and “Woman’s Cloth” were installed in 2002.

Anatsui hadn’t yet decided how to exhibit the metal sheets; in photographs he’d sent ahead, they were draped over bushes.

Lalouschek installed them in their now familiar format: as wall hangings with ripples and folds, like metal tapestries.

Lalouschek had championed Anatsui’s work since the early nineties, when she saw his wooden reliefs featured in a Smithsonian

documentary about contemporary Nigerian art. But the “alchemy” of these metal sheets struck her—and nearly everyone who saw

them—as miraculous, a water-into-wine transformation. “It didn’t matter who walked into the gallery, whether it was a child or an

ambassador or somebody else,” she said. “It affected them all in some way or other. We had entered a completely new arena.”

Major collections that had previously paid scant attention to contemporary African art took notice. The British Museum acquired

“Man’s Cloth” and “Woman’s Cloth.” The following year, Anatsui exhibited an entire group of the bottle-cap sheets for a solo

show at the Mostyn Gallery, in Llandudno, Wales, an exhibition that ultimately travelled to nine other venues in Europe and the

United States. By 2007, Anatsui’s bottle-cap sheets were in the collections of San Francisco’s de Young Museum, Paris’s Centre

Pompidou, and New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art.

The bottle-cap medium dramatically exceeded Anatsui’s expectations. He devised a spectrum of new elements from the

deceptively simple material, and recruited a team of part-time assistants to incorporate them into ever-larger works. “Sasa,” a

twenty-eight-foot synthesis of his developing style, was his �rst monumental bottle-cap sculpture, and featured prominently in

“Africa Remix,” a blockbuster group show that opened in 2004, in Düsseldorf, then travelled to London, Paris, Tokyo, Stockholm,

and Johannesburg.

The rati�cation of Anatsui’s new success came at the 2007 Venice Biennale, where his bottle-cap sculptures ravished the art

world’s most in�uential audience. For the central exhibition in the Arsenale, once a medieval shipyard, he designed two

monumental commissions. “Dusasa II,” a twenty-four-foot sheet that hung between pillars at the end of a long hallway, served as
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its culminating work. (The Metropolitan Museum swiftly acquired the sculpture, and recently showcased it in the autobiographical

exhibition “Making the Met, 1870–2020.”) A third sculpture, “Fresh and Fading Memories,” fell like enchanted scaffolding over

the �fteenth-century Palazzo Fortuny. It was the �rst of many �irtations with architecture, a white-gold sheet with colorful grid

lines that bunched over the heavy wooden doors like a rising curtain. Careful tears disclosed the brick of the underlying façade; a

curator told the artist that the work looked as if it might have been there for a hundred years.

In a highly factionalized art world, Anatsui found universal acclaim. To formalists, he was an Abstract Expressionist who worked

in aluminum refuse; to the postmodern and the post-colonially minded, a maverick interrogator of consumption and commerce; to

Old Guard Africanists, a renewer of ancient craft traditions. To most, his work was simply beautiful, with transcendent aspirations

rare in the self-re�exive context of contemporary art. As it turned out, the un�xed form wasn’t just a way of sculpting. It was the

principle of a career that had opened itself to the world without sacri�cing its integrity.

n 1944, thirteen years before Ghana declared independence from Great Britain, El Anatsui was born in the Gold Coast lagoon

village of Anyako. He warned me not to go looking for his birth name. “El” was a later adoption, which he chose in his mid-

twenties from a list of words for the divine. His father was a �sherman and a weaver, but Anatsui, the youngest of thirty-two

children, learned neither trade. After his mother died, the family shipped him across the lagoon to his uncle, a Presbyterian

minister. Anatsui grew up in a mission house, learning the discipline that characterizes his life as an artist: “You do what is

necessary—only—and don’t bother with extravagance.”

He discovered an aptitude for drawing and enrolled in art school, without his family’s encouragement. It was seven years after

independence, and President Kwame Nkrumah spoke urgently about the need to assert an “African Personality.” It had yet to

manifest at Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology, in Kumasi, where Anatsui studied a curriculum imported

from Goldsmiths, University of London. He chose sculpture for its novelty, and wrote a thesis on chieftaincy regalia, pre�guring a

talent for sculpture that effortlessly projects authority. He impressed his instructors, but questioned their emphasis on imported

materials like plaster of Paris, and looked beyond the classroom for ways to “indigenize his aesthetic.”

After graduation, he took a teaching position in the coastal town of Winneba, and started buying circular wooden trays that were

used to display goods in local markets. He added metal inlays around the edges and used a heated rod to emboss them with

symbols called adinkra. Often found on Ghanaian textiles, adinkra represent proverbs and adages. In “Triumphant Scale,”

mounted on the wall like icons, they seemed to offer metaphysical sustenance in lieu of �sh and beans.

The trays inaugurated a career-long commitment to making work from “whatever the environment throws up,” an embrace of the

local that was also a pragmatic choice. Wherever Anatsui found himself, material would be readily available. In 1975, he left

Ghana to teach at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, which had opened �fteen years earlier, and was the nation’s �rst university

independent of any European institution. U.N.N., once among Nigeria’s leading schools, had suffered during the country’s civil

war, when the majority-Igbo southeastern region attempted to secede as the Republic of Biafra. When Anatsui arrived, bullet

holes still riddled the campus.

Under the debris, a revival was stirring, as Igbo artists and intellectuals unwelcome elsewhere in the country �ocked to U.N.N.

Among them were Chinua Achebe, who founded his magazine Okike at the university, and Uche Okeke, one of Nigeria’s leading

painters, who had begun to fuse European modernism with indigenous design traditions in a movement called “natural synthesis.”

Achebe opened one of Anatsui’s �rst solo exhibitions; Okeke was the chair of his department. Before long, the Ghanaian émigré



was embedded in the so-called Nsukka school, which took inspiration from uli, a tradition of body- and mural-painting among

Igbo women that is characterized by spare, linear designs.

By immersing himself in local styles, Anatsui began to forge his own deeply hybridized notion of the “African Personality.” He

studied a panoply of sign systems—including the Bamum script from Cameroon, Yoruba Aroko symbols, and a locally indigenous

system known as nsibidi, as well as uli and adinkra—growing obsessed with the esoteric scripts of a continent often depicted as

devoid of writing traditions. “Rather than feeling that there wasn’t any writing tradition in Africa, we had Tower of Babel

syndrome,” he recalled discovering. He was similarly fascinated by Nigeria’s national museums and archeological sites, evidence of

a patrimony more intact, as he saw it, than Ghana’s. History and its fractures, from the vanishing of ancient societies to the

instability of post-colonial nations, became central to his subsequent works in clay and wood.

In Nsukka, Anatsui developed studio processes that could mimic the effects of time, the erosion and renewal of cultures. One

in�uence was Nok terra-cotta �gures, among the only remnants of a civilization that emerged in Nigeria two millennia ago. He

began making “broken” ceramic sculptures from old potsherds, which he pulverized and �red at high temperatures with

manganese. The metal admixture created a pockmarked, just-excavated appearance, and a solidity playfully at odds with their

fragmentary shapes. “Chambers of Memory” (1977), which I saw in “Triumphant Scale,” resembles a Nok head, except that in the

space behind its visage Anatsui has hollowed out empty rooms—voids of loss and forgetting, but also vessels of renewal. “When an

old pot is destroyed,” Anatsui has written, “it comes back to life, providing that grog of experience which strengthens the new

form.”

In 1980, Anatsui began working with a more brutal tool: the chainsaw, which became a surrogate for the colonial destruction of

African cultures. He demonstrates its use in the Smithsonian documentary, appearing onscreen to the soothing narration of Ruby

Dee. Laying a set of planks across the �oor of his plein-air workshop, he gouges them along pre-marked lines, sawdust �ying as he

steps on the boards to keep them still. He applies the �nal details with a blowtorch, as though to cauterize gashes in the wounded

wood—and, by extension, repair its shattered cultures. Fire, he explains, gives the cuts “an over-all black con�guration which lends

unity.”

The �nished planks were mounted side by side on the wall like xylophone keys, provisionally ordered by the artist but left open to

rearrangement. Sometimes Anatsui inscribed more delicate patterns using a router, or painted over certain markings in tempera.

Of the many such works exhibited in Bern, the most arresting was “Invitation to History” (1995), a sculpture that dramatizes the

boundary between our knowledge of the past and its reality. Designed to lean against a wall, the relief has two layers: a crooked

outer “fence” of unpainted planks, and a burnt-black core that seethes with colorful designs, which seems to beckon through the

gaps.

Often, the carving was done by studio assistants, who worked from Anatsui’s rough preparatory drawings. (The speed and

irreversibility of chainsaw carving made sketching unavoidable.) Most, in the early days, were his students at U.N.N., where

Anatsui was known for his relaxed attitude and enigmatic assignments. Chika Okeke-Agulu, who studied with him in the

eighties, recalled a lesson in �guration and abstraction that involved drawing the Nigerian specialty egusi soup.

“Any student who was keen enough, bright enough, could show up at his studio, and join whatever was being worked on,” Olu

Oguibe, another artist who studied at U.N.N., told me. Recently known for erecting an obelisk to honor refugees and migrants in

the central square of Kassel, Germany, he’s one of several former Anatsui students to achieve major success in the arts. Others



include Sylvester Ogbechie, an art historian, and Nnenna Okore, whose woven webs of recycled �bre also draw on the textures of

Nsukka.

Oguibe credits Anatsui’s generous extracurricular mentorship for their success. He and Okeke-Agulu spent time not only at

Anatsui’s studio but in his home, often poring over issues of the magazine Sculpture. “Because he was travelling and coming back

with books and magazines on sculpture, visiting his home was like going to a big library for us,” Okeke-Agulu said. “We pined to

be invited.”

The Nsukka art scene that sustained Anatsui’s work foundered in the nineteen-nineties, when Sani Abacha’s military dictatorship

cracked down on universities. Colleagues like Okeke-Agulu and the painter Obiora Udechukwu left Nigeria. Increasingly, Anatsui

turned abroad. He accepted residencies from Brazil to Namibia, and exhibited work in a group show of African artists at the 1990

Venice Biennale, earning a new degree of international recognition. His wooden reliefs were joined by larger, freestanding

sculptures, often in groups suggesting themes of exodus. Driftwood from a beach near Copenhagen became “Akua’s Surviving

Children,” a re�ection on the Danish slave trade. Discarded palm-oil mortars from Nsukka households found new life as “On

Their Fateful Journey Nowhere,” a procession of migrants with pestle arms stretched skyward.

In 1992, Anatsui created one of his largest works in Manaus, Brazil, at a residency with artists such as Antony Gormley and

Marina Abramović. “Erosion,” a ten-foot sculpture carved from a single Amazonian pequiá-mar�m tree, was as much

performance as sculpture; after weeks of engraving the log’s surface with geometric �gures and evocations of crowds, Anatsui

revved up his chainsaw and defaced it. When I saw the sculpture in “Triumphant Scale,” it stood in the middle of the gallery like a

wrecked totem, shredded in a spiral that ran from the top to a base surrounded by wood scraps and sawdust.

“Dusasa II” (2007), a twenty-four-foot sheet made of bottle caps, copper wire, and plastic disks. Photograph courtesy the artist and Jack

Shainman Gallery, NY
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It was a step toward the monumental aspiration that Anatsui later discussed with Okeke-Agulu in Nka. In 1994, the man who

would someday cloak entire museums in patchworks of gleaming aluminum was skeptical of the American vogue for immersive

installations—“Most regale on mere size,” he says—but also wondered about ways to accomplish similar effects on the continent.

Artists in Western cities might have art materials in abundance but so did Africans, Anatsui insisted, “depending on one’s choice.”

Creators sufficiently attuned to their environment could sidestep scarcity and work in freedom, an old insight given new life by his

experience in Brazil. “It could be that the freedom engendered monumental concepts,” Anatsui said. “I indulged in the

extravagance.”

natsui has won several of the art world’s most prestigious awards—the Prince Claus Award, the Præmium Imperiale, the

Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement—and earned widespread recognition for the depth of his formal innovations, from

his marriage of painting and sculpture to his insistence that art works need not be static objects “completed” by their creators.

Robert Storr, who curated the 2007 Venice Biennale, credits him with renewing abstraction’s depleted emotional force, creating a

formal language in which tragedy and sublimity are newly convincing. Yet, for all this, many casual museumgoers know Anatsui

only as the man who uses recyclables to make kente cloth.

The simpli�cation has a basis in reality. Anatsui had drawn connections between his earlier wooden reliefs and the weaving of

Ghanaian narrow-strip cloth, which also connects small, patterned segments into a larger composite. He used the word “cloth” in

the titles of a few early bottle-cap sculptures, not realizing how tenaciously the metaphor would cling. The Metropolitan Museum

discussed the metal sheets in a monograph on African textile traditions. Osaka’s National Museum of Ethnology displayed them

along with a mannequin dressed in kente. Soon every other review and snippet of wall text was mentioning “metal cloth.”

The metaphor’s popularity undermined Anatsui’s principle of letting materials remain themselves. “The colors were selected by the

bottles,” he told one interviewer, but “lazy art writers” had failed to look beyond the coincidence. The association also threatened

to con�ne his work to the realm of ethnographic curiosity. Okeke-Agulu told me that he’d watched other African artists get

sidelined by the neo-traditionalist label. Neglected by contemporary collections, their works became solitary novelties surrounded

by masks in dimly lit vitrines.

Anatsui began saying that he didn’t want to be geographically de�ned. After a �nal 2005 show at New York’s Skoto Gallery, a tiny

but groundbreaking Chelsea venue devoted to contemporary African art, he began working with Jack Shainman, whose roster

included such heavyweights as Nick Cave and Carrie Mae Weems. (Okwui Enwezor made the introduction.) Anatsui says that the

decision was dictated by the size of his new bottle-cap sculptures, which had little room to breathe at Skoto. But the move also

enabled him to command higher prices.

The ascetic artist turned out to be uncompromising when it came to the valuation of his work. His partnership with Shainman

began at the 2007 Venice Biennale, when he asked the gallerist to prove himself by selling “Dusasa I” and “Dusasa II” for half a

million dollars each. “My jaw hit the �oor of the palazzo,” Shainman told me. “I want to be the piranha that everybody thinks

pushed the market to that level,” he said, but, “truth be told, El tells me what the price will be. And, back then, it was always a lot

more than I wanted.”

Anatsui’s insistence elicited a miserly racism from some collectors. “People will say to me, ‘My God, those prices! Why don’t you

talk to him for me? That’s so much for an African artist. What will he do with all that money?’ ” Shainman told me. But Anatsui’s
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stubbornness paid off. Aigboje Aig-Imoukhuede, a prominent Nigerian banker and art collector, described him as the �rst Black

artist based in Africa to have his works valued at an “international” price standard: “Prior to him, there were always discounts.”

Nowadays, it isn’t unheard-of for modern and contemporary African art to sell for millions of dollars; in 2017, Anatsui was joined

by the Nigerian-born painter Njideka Akunyili Crosby. Sotheby’s and other international auction houses have opened divisions

dedicated to new art from the continent. Long-dead masters, like the Nigerian sculptor Ben Enwonwu, have found international

markets. The wave of “discoveries” has even inspired Anatsui imitators, notably Serge Attukwei Clottey, a young Ghanaian whose

monumental, draped hangings made of plastic jerricans are sometimes mistaken on Instagram for Anatsui’s work. (One of them

hangs at Facebook’s headquarters, in Menlo Park.)

Along with the demand for contemporary African art have come new questions about who gets to see it. In the New York Times,

Okeke-Agulu has decried what he calls the “gentri�cation” of African cultural creativity. Even as campaigns for the repatriation of

colonial plunder meet with unprecedented success, Western collectors have dominated the market for African visual talent.

Residents of London, New York, or Kansas City can see an El Anatsui bottle-cap sculpture on demand, but Nigerians and

Ghanaians must travel thousands of miles.

The landscape may be changing with a new wave of art institutions, from Dakar’s Museum of Black Civilizations to the architect

David Adjaye’s planned Edo Museum, in Benin City, Nigeria. In 2017, the Zeitz Museum of Contemporary Art Africa opened in

a former grain silo in Cape Town, becoming the world’s biggest museum dedicated to contemporary art from the continent.

Anatsui was prominently featured in the inaugural exhibition; later, his largest bottle-cap sculpture, “��������—Searching for

Connection” (2013), was installed in the museum’s vast atrium.

More individual African collectors are buying, too. In 2017, Liza Essers, the owner and director of South Africa’s Goodman

Gallery, organized Anatsui’s �rst solo exhibition of bottle-cap sculptures in Africa. She sold many of the works to collectors from

the region, who are growing more numerous.

A small contingent of Nigerians have been collecting Anatsui’s work from the outset. The Yoruba prince Yemisi Shyllon, who

recently opened a private museum in Lagos for his extensive collection, owns several of Anatsui’s early trays. Aig-Imoukhuede,

who as the C.E.O. of Access Bank helped build one of the country’s largest corporate collections, has avidly acquired the artist’s

bottle-cap sheets and wooden reliefs. The Nobel Prize-winning writer Wole Soyinka keeps Anatsui’s “Wonder Masquerade”

(1990)—one of a series of freestanding wooden sculptures inspired by Nigerian masking traditions—in his sitting room in Lagos.

“I’m not surprised that in Europe it’s this catapult again,” Soyinka told me. “But of course, long before then, we had seen and

admired and enjoyed his artistic genius.”

hen I last spoke with Anatsui, in early November, he’d just completed the long-delayed work for the Museum of Fine

Arts, Houston. On the �nal day, his assistants at the newly reopened studio cleaned the sculpture’s eight massive sections

with soap and brushes before hosing them down, stomping them into crate-size bundles, and sending them on their way.

Like many of Anatsui’s recent installations, the sculpture is a complicated dance with architecture: in this case, an underground

arrival hall for a new building to house the museum’s expanding collection of contemporary art. Visitors will reach it through a

tunnel designed to “subtract color,” by the Danish artist Olafur Eliasson, known for his experiments with light. From there, they

emerge to a dreamlike �ash of sky: a hundred-and-ten-foot sheet of bottle tops displaying their metallic undersides along a curved



wall. Across this white-gold expanse play suggestions of weather—jagged lightning, storm-cloud abrasions, multicolored �ecks

strewn by invisible currents—which �oat as though painted on the gold-leaf paper of a Japanese landscape.

A section of the work arches to accommodate a second tunnel that leads to another gallery building. Anatsui told me that he

sometimes dreams of renouncing shows and commissions to work in freedom, “like Christo and Jeanne-Claude.” For now, his

negotiation with given spaces continues. For a site-speci�c installation at the Conciergerie, in Paris, several of his bottle-cap

sculptures have been hung in �replaces at the former royal palace.

Ultimately, he said, architectural obstacles are often productive. Three of the most ambitious commissions for “Triumphant Scale”

were designed speci�cally for Munich’s Haus der Kunst. In 2017, when Anatsui �rst saw the museum, a gargantuan neoclassical

construction from the Third Reich, he knew that he wanted to throw it off balance. “He kept complaining that everything in the

museum was so rigid,” Damian Lentini, who assisted with the show’s curation, told me. “He wanted to mess up the symmetry.”

The result was “Second Wave,” which covered the museum’s three-hundred-and-sixty-foot façade in slanting columns of

aluminum newsprint plates.

Outdoor installations have given new dimension to his long preoccupation with the elements. In Marrakech, on the fringes of the

Sahara, one large sculpture spent months in the sun. The red caps faded, acquiring an uneven delicacy that Anatsui compared to

the unpredictably colored glazes of Japanese rakuware. “You can’t get it in any other way—it’s only time that can do it,” he said of

the effect, which he hopes to duplicate in the studio. Light and longevity, to his mind, “shear things of their prose.”

Many have wondered when Anatsui might “move on” from bottle caps. A few years after Venice, critics were warning that the

material risked becoming “formulaic” and its creator “a token African artist for Western collectors.” Now it seems clear that they

underestimated Anatsui’s medium and misconstrued his persistence; in fact, he’s spent two decades ringing changes on his protean

material.

Susan Vogel, a curator, scholar, and �lmmaker, was once among the skeptics. “I wasn’t sure that maybe the bottle tops weren’t a

kind of a gimmick,” she told me. But after making “Fold Crumple Crush” (2010), a documentary about Anatsui shot in Venice

and Nsukka, she became one of the leading experts on his creative development. In her book “El Anatsui: Art and Life,” published

in an expanded second edition this month, Vogel tracks the evolution of the artist’s medium from the �rst decade’s “cloth” works—

rectangular, warmly colored, and quilt-like—to the past decade’s profusion of styles and shapes. Anatsui now works more like a

painter, she writes, creating focussed, graphic expressions against simpli�ed backgrounds. Greater shifts may come as he secures

new sources of metal.

Anatsui used to buy liquor-bottle caps from a distillery near Nsukka, but his new supplier in Onitsha offers more variety: caps

from bottles of medicine, bitters, and even wine. Aluminum roo�ng strips furnish certain colors, like blue, green, and beige, and

serve as a way of introducing the textures of the local cityscape. Recently, he has started incorporating caps from bottles of Goya

olive oil, which is imported for ceremonies in the deeply Christian region. Anatsui left the church at a young age, but a latent

religiosity suffuses his sculptures. “There’s no way you can dodge it,” he said. “A lot of people are involved, so it has to touch your

work.” David Adjaye, who designed Ghana’s new national cathedral, in Accra, has asked Anatsui to make an altarpiece.

The project will be a kind of homecoming for the artist. After four decades in Nigeria, Anatsui is �nally returning, at least part of

the time, to Ghana. Retirement isn’t the idea: he has constructed a two-million-dollar studio and residence in Tema, a bustling

port city thirty minutes from Accra. The complex is shaped like three linked hexagons, in an allusion to the bottle-cap sheets, but
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Anatsui will be looking for fresh material. One possibility is old �shing boats, which are plentiful in the area, not far from the

lagoon where he grew up.

Anatsui also aspires to welcome local artists for residencies, as well as foreign ones who have “something to offer” artists and

craftsmen in the community. He’s bothered that so few non-Africans see the continent as a destination for studying the arts.

“There are as many centers as there are people, civilizations, societies,” he says. “And each can develop a center in a way that it’s

able to offer something to the rest of the world.”

omeday Anatsui will stop making bottle-cap sculptures. Already, he has lost certain materials, as thrifty Nigerian distilleries

switch to plastic or adventitiously rebrand their spirits. He uses more colors than ever, but deploys them sparingly, often as

accents in monochromatic works. “In the past, I have revelled in color freely,” Anatsui told me. “But I think it’s getting too loud

for somebody my age.” For Ghana’s pavilion at the 2019 Venice Biennale, he created “Earth Shedding Its Skin,” a wide sheet of

brilliant yellow caps corroded by silvery cobwebs that disclosed the underlying wall. It marked a return to the elegiac mood of his

wooden sculptures, a medium he’s revisiting: in a concrete lot adjoining the studio in Nsukka, he has amassed more than a

hundred wooden mortars.

Lately, he’s been studying mathematics—in particular, the two �elds known as chaos theory and catastrophe theory, which concern

the self-organization of seemingly random systems. Among contemporary artists, he’s drawn to experiments with environment and

light: Olafur Eliasson, Anish Kapoor, and James Turrell, who has spent more than forty years transforming an extinct Arizona

volcano, Roden Crater, into a labyrinth of observatories for the contemplation of time and light. Anatsui would try his own hand

at land art if he found an opportunity. In whatever medium, his works will go on evolving, unfurling their challenge to new sets of

hands and eyes.

Shortly before I left Bern for the airport, I spent a few minutes with one of Anatsui’s rarely exhibited works on paper, a small

black-and-white aquatint titled “Chief with History Behind Him” (1987). The subject is faceless, wearing a striped cap and

billowing robes. Over his shoulders hovers a cloud of shapes and symbols: spirals, squares, zigzags, small creatures, curved swords.

This detritus haunts the man, who reminded me of the central �gure in Paul Klee’s monoprint “Angelus Novus.” Walter

Benjamin, who once owned it, described it as the angel of history caught in a storm, ceaselessly blown into the future as he

contemplates the wreckage of events.

Anatsui’s vision isn’t quite as melancholic. His sculptures are mirrors of entropy, but also affirmations of a collectively constructed

freedom. There is grandeur and humility in his gathering of spiritual sediment, a profoundly material reminder that art, like life, is

only an emergence from what the Chinese poet Du Fu called “the loom of origins / tangling our human ways.” Bottle caps,

though, might have a better shot at eternity than most of us. In 2012, when Hurricane Sandy �ooded galleries in Chelsea, Anatsui

was among the few artists sure to �nd his works unscathed. He’s discovered a kind of immortality in something cheaper than a

penny, fragile enough to tear by hand. ♦

Published in the print edition of the January 18, 2021, issue, with the headline “Structure and Flow.”
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“In the World But Don’t Know the World” (2019) by El Anatsui

On View presents images from noteworthy exhibitions

OVER THE PAST TWO DECADES, El Anatsui has invented and perfected a unique medium. With discarded
bottle caps he creates grand sculptural works that read as painted textiles. “Triumphant” and monumentally scaled
examples from his bottle-cap series form the basis of this exhibition, which is described as his largest-ever survey.
The works on view date back half a century and span every medium in his oeuvre—bottle-cap textiles (2000s to
present); wood sculptures and wall reliefs (mid-1970s to late 1990s); ceramic sculptures (late 1970s); and
drawings, prints, and books. Born in Ghana and based in Nigeria, Anatsui also produced several new works for the
exhibition, including an outdoor installation on the museum’s facade. CT

On View: ‘El Anatsui: Triumphant Scale’ at
Haus der Kunst Museum, Munich
by VICTORIA L. VALENTINE on Mar 17, 2019 • 11:58 pm



Co-curated by Okwui Enwezor (1963-2019) and Chika Okeke-Agulu, “El Anatsui: Triumphant Scale” is on
view at Haus der Kunst, Munich, Germany, March 8-July 28, 2019

FIND MORE about the exhibition

EL ANATSUI, Installation view of “Second Wave,” 2019, Haus der Kunst Facade. | Photo by Jens Weber,
München, Courtesy Haus de Kunst

EL ANATSUI, “Stressed World,” 2011 (aluminum and copper wire, 174 x 234 inches / 442 x 594.4 cm). | © El
Anatsui. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York



EL ANATSUI, Installation view of “Tiled Flower Garden,” 2019, Haus der Kunst | Photo by Maximilian Geuter,
Courtesy Haus der Kunst

EL ANATSUI, “Gbeze,” 1979 (ceramic, manganese). | © El Anatsui. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman
Gallery, New York Courtesy



EL ANATSUI, “Earth-Moon Connexions,” 1993 (wood, Tempera, 35.4 x 33.2 x 1.2 inches / 90 x 84,4 x 3 cm). |
Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African Art, Washington, D.C., Courtesy Haus der Kunst

Installation view of “Triumphant Scale,” 2019, Haus der Kunst, Munich. Shown from left, EL ANATSUI, “Dusasa II, ”
2007 (aluminum, copper wire and plastic disks), Collection of Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; and “Man’s
Cloth,” 2001 (aluminum and copper wire), British Museum, London © The Trustees of the British Museum | Photo
by Maximilian Geuter, Courtesy Haus der Kunst

This work inspired the title for El Anatsui’s Brooklyn Museum exhibition in 2013. Shown, EL ANATSUI, Installation



view of “Gravity and Grace,” 2019, Haus der Kunst, Munich. | Collection of the Artist, Nsukka, Nigeria, © El
Anatsui. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. Photo by Maximilian Geuter, Courtesy Haus der Kunst

From left, EL ANATSUI, “Erosion,” 1992 (wood). | Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African Art,
Washington D.C.; and EL ANATSUI, “Leopard Cloth,” 1993 (wood Relief, Mansonia, Camwood Opepe & Oyili-oji,
63.8 x 27.2 x 1.3 inches / 162 x 69 x 3 cm). | Agnes and Andrew Usill Collection, London, Courtesy October
Gallery, London



FEL ANATSUI, Detail of “Rising Sea,” 2019 (aluminum and copper wire). | Photo by Maximilian Geuter, Courtesy 
Haus der Kunst

From left, EL ANATSUI, “Erosion,” 1992 (wood). | Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African Art, 
Washington D.C.; and EL ANATSUI, “Leopard Cloth,” 1993 (wood Relief, Mansonia, Camwood Opepe & Oyili-oji, 
63.8 x 27.2 x 1.3 inches / 162 x 69 x 3 cm). | Agnes and Andrew Usill Collection, London, Courtesy October 
Gallery, London



TOP IMAGE: EL ANATSUI, Installation view of “In the World But Don’t Know the World,” 2019, Haus der Kunst, Munich. 
| Photo by Maximilian Geuter, Courtesy Haus der Kunst



EXHIBITION

E
Haus der Kunst, Muniche, Germany 

08 Mar 2019 - 28 Jul 2019

El Anatsui Stressed World, 2011 Aluminum and copper wire 174 x 234 inches (442 x 594.4 cm) © El Anatsui. Courtesy of the artist and Jack 

Shainman Gallery, New York



In March 2019, Haus der Kunst will present El Anatsui: Triumphant Scale, a major survey of the work of the acclaimed artist 

El Anatsui.

El Anatsui’s survey exhibition ‚Triumphant Scale’ at Haus der Kunst – the �rst ever in Europa – is the most comprehensive 
and detailed presentation of his oeuvre thus far. Occupying the entire East Wing, the exhibition comprises key works from 
�ve decades of the artist’s carer.

At the core of the exhibition, wich focuses on the triumphant and monumental nature of El Anatsui’s groundbreaking oeuvre, 
are the bottle-cap works from the last two decades, with their majestic, imposing presence and dazzling colours. The 
exhibition also presents the lesser known wood sculptures and wall reliefs from the mid -1980s to the late 1990s, ceramic 
sculptures from the 1970s, as well as drawings, prints, and sketchbooks. Fascinated by the museum’s monumental 
architecture, El Anatsui has cerated three works especially for this exhibition: two indoor works, „Logoligi Logarithm“ and
„Rising Sea“, and „Second Wave“ on the building’s facade.

The exhibition reveals the artist’s tireless preoccupation with the question of how a contemporary sculptural concept can be 
developed from the rich plastic innovations of classical and traditional African art. El Anatsui has persistently worked to 
transform the formal and sculptural possibilities of African sculptural idioms and, over �fty years, he has repeatedly revised 
ans reinvented his material and compositional techniques to astonishing effect –  from the early smaller wooden reliefs to 
their incised markings and broke ceramic forms, to the monumental outdoor cement sculptures, and more recently , the vast 
and spectacular metal wall and �oor works, which blures the boundaries between sculpture, painting and assemblage. In El 
Anatsui’s hands, light, from, color, porousness and corporeality berg into awe-inspiring and triumphant works of art.

As El Anatsui commented in 2003, the use of found materials is of fundamental importance: „ I experimented with many 
materials. I also worked with materials that has experienced a lot of touch and use by people… and these types of materials 
and works are more charged than materials or pieces that I have worked with machines. Art grows out of any speci�c 
situation, and I think artists should work better with what their environment currently provides.“ 
The weathered surfaces of the transformed objects seem initially like a meditation of the transience but, as Okwui Enwezor 
observes, El Anatsui intrinsically expands the possibilities of sculpture by responding to every material „ as if he just 
discovered it in the �ow of time and history.“

Curated by Okwui Enwezor and Chika Okeke-Agulu 
Assistant Curator: Damian Lentini

El Anatsui: Triumphant Scale“ travels to the Mathaf Arab Museum of Modern Art, Doha (October 1, 2019 – February 2,  2020); 
the Museum of Fine Art, Bern (March13 to June 21, 2020); and the Guggenheim Museum, Bilbao (July 17 to November 1, 2020).
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‘The Difference Is in the Detail’: A Complex El Anatsui 
Retrospective Shines at the Haus der Kunst in Munich
BY Sam Williams 

El Anatsui, Second Wave, 2019, installation view at Haus der Kunst, Munich. JENS WEBER

he weight of institutional politics hangs over a retrospective for the Ghanaian sculptor El Antsui at the Haus der Kunst in Munich. 
Over the past couple years, there has been controversy surrounding the  circumstances of Okwui Enwezor’s departure as director

                 of the Haus der Kunst in 2018 and the subsequent cancelation of major Joan Jonas and Adrian Piper retrospectives amid allegations of 
financial mismanagement. (The controversies might have been less conspicuous, had an  exhibition by a septuagenarian, white, male German 
painter—Markus Lüpertz—not been lined up in their stead.) This time of change is hinted at in a new work Anatsui made for the show, the 
361-foot-long installation Second Wave (2019). The work clasps the front of Paul Ludwig Troost’s building, which was first  opened by Adolf 
Hitler in 1937 as a temple to German national art and has since become a global destination                      for the contemporary-art exhibitions hosted there. 
Anatsui’s structure resembles scaffolding, and its arrangement of printers’ plates gives it a papier mâché–like appearance. The work suggests that 
the Haus der Kunst is undergoing an Umbau, or a remodeling.

As with all of Anatsui’s monumental works, in spite of its grand scale, Second Wave is a delicate structure. Plates no thicker than card are held 
together with tiny rivets and buckle to the touch. The materials, as well as the dialogues between communities they reference, are at once fragile 
and robust: German corporate directories and images of soccer players enter into dialogues with Italian-language art magazines and posters 
advertising prayer meetings in Nsukka, Nigeria, where Anatsui lives and works. One such poster reads, “The Difference is in the Detail.”
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El Anatsui, Earth-Moon Connexions, 1993, wood, tempera.
SMITHSONIAN NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN ART, WASHINGTON, D.C.

Curated by Enwezor, who died earlier this year (http://www.artnews.com/2019/03/15/okwui-enwezor-dead-55/), and Chika Okeke-
Agulu, an art history professor at Princeton University in New Jersey, this retrospective—the largest one ever devoted to Anatsui’s work, 
and Enwezor’s final exhibition—makes visible the rootedness of Anatsui’s processes and materials in place. It showcases Anatsui’s 
rejection of the Western art forms he was taught using imported materials at Kumasi College of Art in Ghana. In search of a more 
sustainable practice using indigenous forms and materials, he began embellishing wooden trays used by local market sellers in Ghana, and 
later, in Nigeria, bonding broken pots using manganese and clay . This aspect of
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Anatsui’s work is well-known, but at the Haus der Kunst, which must now reevaluate its place in the global  art world, the artist’s 
commitment to salvaging indigenous styles and art-forms—many of them either lost or at risk of disappearing—takes on new significance.

The legacies of colonialism and modernism are frequent reference points in Anatsui’s work. During the 1990s,  in his wood panel works, 
Anatsui examined the violent carving up of Africa by Western countries, creating sculptures that feel both mystical and disturbing. One 
work in the show, Earth-Moon Connexions (1993), has been carved with a chainsaw, burned with a blowtorch, and colored with tempera, 
and presents both as a board game and a tactical battle plan. Divided and scarred like scorched earth, the gridded work includes local 
scripts that appear at its margins, far from its disturbed center. Likewise, there is Invitation to History (1998), which is both mournful and 
optimistic: bright colors peek through the overlaid grid, which is written over in  the deeper grooves of West African languages.

El Anatsui, Stressed World, 2011, aluminum and copper wire.
COURTESY THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK

Anatsui’s most famous pieces—vast, shimmering works crafted from bottlecaps that the artist has been  making since 2000—likewise 
render the effects of violent histories in abstract terms. The materials used in these works foreground the Triangle Trade, through which 
goods were exchanged, often by force, between Europe, Africa and the Americas during the time of slavery . Rum from the West Indies was 
brought to Europe and sold in Africa, and peoples living on the continent were sold in the West Indies, so that sugar cane could be 
harvested and rum could be produced. These bright, aluminum tapestries resemble oceans, or continents or countries studded with 
metropoles. Often, as with Man’s Cloth (2001), its title a reference to Ghanaian Kente fabric, Anatsui’s works read as armor, with elements 
suggesting the regimented colors of national flags and military service ribbons. Ragged at the edges, works like Man’s Cloth are meditations 
on masculinity, tribalism, and conflict, and their impacts across cultures and time.

The significance of the materials chosen for Anatsui’s beautiful sculptures are illuminated by viscerally poetic titles. For Strips of Earth’s 
Skin (2008), Anatsui strung elements together such that they look like ammo belts,  and worked bottle caps hang in ragged strips as if 
peeled from bodies, exposing the ecocide and genocide driven by the extraction of precious resources.

-
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El Anatsui, Logoligi Logarithm, 2019, installation view at Haus der Kunst,
Munich.
MAXIMILIAN GEUTER

The amount of labor put into making these works is palpable, particularly in Logoligi Logarithm (2019), a maze of 65 screens suspended 
from different heights. Made from  ring seals, the installation evokes the sails of a ship, camouflage nets, and the wings of a theatre all at 
once. It effortlessly conveys the allure of colonial adventure, the violence it wrought, and the illusions that sustained it. Extraordinarily, 
therefore, moving through it feels like being  wrapped in an embrace and a calling down of ancestors. The title references a poem by 
Atukwei Okai—a friend of Anatsui who died last year—dedicated to the son of a friend who died young. The poem invokes heroes of 
independence movements in Ghana and elsewhere, as well as Frantz Fanon, Bob Dylan, and Fyodor Dostoevsky.

The focus on Anatsui’s vested interest in languages, belief systems, and styles independent of the Western canon is a triumph of this 
exhibition, given that the discourse surrounding  the artist’s work so often fixates on the scale, formal skill and references to global 
consumerism in Anatsui’s art—aspects more         palatable to European and American audiences. It is a fitting send-off for Enwezor, who 
spent a career spotlighting non-Western creators on their own terms and shaping a truly global contemporary art discourse. The question 
now becomes: Will Enwezor’s legacy at the Haus der Kunst be allowed to continue?
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By Jason Farago

MUNICH — I find it so hard to describe them: as vast, undulant tapestries, each one rippling and fluttering like a flag by 

the seashore? Or as heavy, defensive tessellations of metal, like the plate armor of soldiers in medieval Europe or Japan?
As monumental mosaics, as landscapes of metallic bits and bobs? The wall‑mounted sculptures of El Anatsui here at the 

Haus der Kunst cry out for metaphorical comparisons — but no metaphor ever seems enough to sum up these 

commanding artworks, each intricate enough to leave you gasping.

Mr. Anatsui, born in Ghana and based in Nigeria, was already an acclaimed artist and teacher in West Africa when he hit, 
20 years ago, on a technique that would propel him to create some of the most extraordinary sculptures of this new 
century. On a wander one afternoon, he came across a plastic bag full of aluminum bottle caps, left for trash. Leaving 
behind his previous work in wood, he began to flatten, fold and fasten these caps into mutable wall‑mounted compositions, 
lying somewhere between sculptures and textiles. Each massive work takes thousands of man‑hours to produce, and 
bears traces of the lives of countless tipplers, revelers and serious drunks. Their puckers and pleats convey the oceanic 
sweep of history, and his abstract compositions bristle with attention to trade, slavery, consumerism, and the environment.

El Anatsui’s Monumental New Show Is an Act of Justice
A pilgrimage to Munich finds a resplendent tribute to the Ghanaian-born artist, and a fitting epitaph for the curator, 

Okwui Enwezor.



Sixteen of them are on display in “El Anatsui: Triumphant Scale,” an exhibition of overwhelming power and beauty. It’s
almost certainly the largest solo presentation ever of a black African artist in Europe, and “triumphant” is very much the
word for this show, which continues through the end of July at what was originally a show palace for the Nazis, now a
major German museum with an uncertain curatorial future. (The show then travels from the Haus der Kunst to museums
in Doha, Qatar; Bern, Switzerland; and Bilbao, Spain.) It flanks the bottle‑cap works with Mr. Anatsui’s ceramics, wood
sculptures and works on paper from the 1970s to 1990s, plus remarkable new commissions, including a 66‑part maze of
free‑hanging curtains and a frieze made of German and Nigerian printing plates bolted to the museum’s facade.

For his exhibition, Mr. Anatsui created “Second Wave,” an installation for the facade of the Haus der Kunst. Consisting of nearly 10,000 plates
used in offset printing, it is longer than a football field. Laetitia Vancon for The New York Times



I came to Munich to see this towering exhibition after admiring several previous shows of Mr. Anatsui, including one at the
Brooklyn Museum in 2013. But my pilgrimage was also an act of remembrance for its co‑curator: Okwui Enwezor, who
served as director of the Haus der Kunst from 2011 until last summer, and who died on March 15, a week after this show’s
opening. He was only 55. (Though he worked until the very end from his Munich hospital room, Mr. Enwezor — who
organized this show with his friend and colleague Chika Okeke‑Agulu, a professor of art history at Princeton University
and a former student of Mr. Anatsui in Nigeria — was not able to see it.)

“Logoligi Logarithm” comprises 66 individual units. The diaphanous structure is made using ultra‑thin stitching made with bottle cap seals.
Laetitia Vancon for The New York Times



“Tiled Flower Garden” (2012), made with aluminum (liquor bottle caps) and copper wire. Laetitia Vancon for The New York Times



Detail view of “In the World But Don’t Know the World” (2019). Laetitia Vancon for The New York Times



Detail view of “Dusasa II” (2007), with aluminum, copper wire and plastic disks. Laetitia Vancon for The New York Times

“Peak Project” (2015), made with tin and copper wire. Laetitia Vancon for The New York Times



Mr. Anatsui was born in 1944 in Anyako, Ghana — or Gold Coast, as the colony was known before winning independence in
1957. His art education in Kumasi followed a British academic tradition. The students in independent Ghana had to
discover African art for themselves, and Mr. Anatsui and his friends supplemented their academic training with study of
West African design, such as the rhythmically interwoven strips of cotton and silk in kente textiles, or the polysemic
ideographs stamped on Adinkra cloths.

His efforts to forge a unique abstract language out of both European and African influences began in the early 1970s, with
painted wood discs whose rims were incised with his own idiosyncratic glyphs. He left Ghana in 1975 to take a teaching
position at the University of Nigeria in Nsukka, where he still lives and works, and where he has trained a whole
generation of pioneering artists and curators.

When he began to work with bottle caps, Mr. Anatsui undertook a substantial upshift in scale, and in artistic ambition.
First the aluminum caps, as well as the thin tamper‑evident bands beneath them, are fashioned into fixed shapes:
flattened into long hexagonal strips, pounded into squares, cut and twisted into O‑rings, or crumpled like a pie tart. Then
they are tied into sheets via tiny loops of cooper wire, and those sheets combine into sweeping compositions of 1,000
square feet or more.

Though resplendent, they do not glimmer; the aluminum is dull and matte, and on most caps you can still see the brand
names of Nigerian liquor companies like Castello or Headmaster. Like his earlier works in wood, these sculptures are
essentially reliefs, composed of interchangeable parts that bulge and buckle from the wall and sometimes run onto the
floor.

Look at the ravishing monochrome works “Red Block” and “Black Block” (both from 2010, each more than 16 feet tall), and
you can see how Mr. Anatsui and his assistants transform the bottle caps into a sculptable material that permits endless

possible forms. In each, the panels can be pleated like a bed skirt, draped like a toga or cinched like a sausage link — and
Mr. Anatsui isn’t fussy about their display. I had seen “Earth’s Skin” (2009) in Brooklyn, where it hung mostly flat; here in
Munich, its thousands of gold, red and yellow and black components are bunched more densely, and flaps extend from two
sides.



This show’s meticulous arguments about shape, color, medium and scale rebuke the narrowness — and, in some cases, the
racism — of many western art museums. It remains sadly uncommon for African contemporary art to receive this kind of
full reckoning, and all too often, when it makes it to Europe or the United States, our museums often shrink it to fulfilling a
single political or educational function.

Yet Africa is not a monolith, and great African art interweaves form and meaning in as complex a fashion as the European
and American art our museums call “universal.” The curators’ insistence that Mr. Anatsui merits just as thorough an
exhibition as Georg Baselitz or Louise Bourgeois (two recent solo shows at the Haus der Kunst), with all the technical,
historical, and symbolic analysis that museums afford such western artists, constitutes its own act of justice.

Still, Mr. Anatsui’s art also displays an intense involvement with the postcolonial experience, first in the glyphs and nicks

of the wood sculptures, and later in each bottle cap. Though the alcohol the caps once stoppered is made in Nigeria, the
drinks carry vestiges of centuries of cultural exchange; beer comes from Egypt and the Middle East, gin from the
distilleries of England, and rum from West Indian plantations worked by slaves brought from Mr. Anatsui’s home
continent.

Installation view of “In the World But Don’t Know the World” (2019). The artist often refers to a traditional African graphical system used to
form patterns on textiles, where each symbol has a particular meaning. Laetitia Vancon for The New York Times



His use of recycled materials, too, points to Mr. Anatsui’s underappreciated engagement with environmental crises, which

comes through most strongly in the sublime “Rising Sea” (2019). Running 45 feet across, soaring 26 feet to the ceiling, this
new work consists of thousands of white breakaway bands, each reading “TURN TO OPEN,” that give way, at top, to dull
silver bottle caps that suggest a horizon line. “Rising Sea,” along with “Earth’s Skin” and earlier wood sculptures like the
slashed “Erosion” (1992), are proof that Mr. Anatsui’s recycling is not a make‑do act by an artist from a “deprived” region,
but a complex fusion of material, political and historical concerns into a medium with unique expressive potential.

Due recognition of artists like Mr. Anatsui owes so much to the work of Mr. Enwezor, who, more than any curator of the
last 30 years, broadened and globalized our view of contemporary art. He and his team raised the ambitions of the Haus
der Kunst through shows such as the landmark historical exhibition “Postwar,” and presented solo exhibitions by Germans

like Thomas Struth and Harun Farocki, and also leading black and African figures like Ellen Gallagher and David Adjaye.

“Rising Sea” (2019) is one of the new works Mr. Anatsui created for “Triumphant Scale.” It is mostly made of small, white stripes of liquor
bottle cap seals stitched together with copper wires. Laetitia Vancon for The New York Times



Not everything went well here; budgetary troubles arose, and attendance for “Postwar” was lower than expected. But
after Mr. Enwezor’s resignation last year, for health reasons, the Haus der Kunst’s interim director canceled several shows
he had programmed, replacing them with innocuous German painters; the local press reports that the next director, unlike
Mr. Enwezor, will have to speak German.

It’s hard not to see this as a repudiation of Mr. Enwezor, who fought for a global Haus der Kunst even from his deathbed.

Now, amid a distressing nativist reaction taking hold in Germany and across Europe, is the time for museums to reaffirm
the values of global perception and cultural exchange that he embodied. They come through like a clarion call in Mr.
Enwezor’s final exhibition — wide as the world, blazingly beautiful. Let it stand as his epitaph.

El Anatsui: Triumphant Scale

Through July 28 at the Haus der Kunst, Munich; hausderkunst.de.

Installation view, “The Beginning and the End” (2019). The artist usesd bottle caps, aluminium roofing sheets and copper wire.
Laetitia Vancon for The New York Times
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An installation view of El Anatsui's "Stressed World," on view in "El Anatsui: Five Decades" at Jack Shainman's The School in Kinderhook, 
New York.Credit Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 

The New York gallerist Jack Shainman loves a fine spectacle, especially when it surrounds 
one of his artists. This Sunday, El Anatsui’s retrospective show debuted at Shainman’s 
massive upstate space, The School, where a crowd of more than 1,000 flocked to take in the 
Ghanaian-born sculptor’s large-scale metal works, along with early painting and pottery 
projects. Outside, tents offered shade from the afternoon sun and 80-degree weather, as 
visitors lingered over snacks from local Hudson Valley food trucks stationed on the property. 

http://tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/category/culture/
http://tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/author/laura-neilson/
http://www.jackshainman.com/school/


 “El Anatsui: Five Decades” is a comprehensive assemblage of 
more than 40 pieces by the award-winning artist, from the 
1970s through present day, all of which were installed by 
Shainman himself. “He really gave me carte blanche. He 
believes in other people putting their energy into the work,” 
said Shainman, who also owns two gallery spaces in Chelsea. 
“The fact that it can be different every time — he encourages 
that,” he added, referring primarily to Anatsui’s more recent 
collection of imposing hanging sculptures, which are mutable 
in form and presentation. Constructed from small pieces of 
aluminum woven together with copper wires, the works defy 
their material, taking on a tapestry-like quality. “I always 
wanted a space with ceilings high enough for an El Anatsui 
piece,” Shainman said of The School, a converted 1929 Federal Revival building that was once 
indeed a middle and elementary school for residents in the town of Kinderhook. During 
renovation of the 30,000 square-foot structure, the basement auditorium was excavated and 
renovated to include staggering 24-foot-tall ceilings. Currently, Anatsui’s 2011 sculpture 
“Stressed World” (approximately 15 feet tall) hangs on the far wall. 

The show’s opening also marks the first-year anniversary of The School’s debut. To match last 
year’s grand fête, which included an outdoors dance performance by dancers costumed in 
artist Nick Cave’s hallmark Soundsuits, Shainman enlisted the soulful singer and 
musician Imani Uzuri to take the stage. All the more reason to celebrate: Anatsui, now 71 
years old, was recently awarded the Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement at this year’s 
Venice Biennale. “We could not have asked for a more perfect coincidence,” Shainman said. 

“El Anatsui: Five Decades” is on view through September 26 at Jack Shainman Gallery: The 
School, 25 Broad Street, Kinderhook, New York,jackshainman.com/school. 

 

Anatsui's "Womb of Time."  
Credit Courtesy of the artist and Jack 
Shainman Gallery, New York 
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El Anatsui Will Use a Humongous Sheet of Bottle Caps to Drape 
a Whole Museum for the Carnegie International This Fall

Tavares Strachan, Park McArthur, and Mimi Cherono Ng'ok will also contribute site-specific works.

Taylor Dafoe, August 1, 2018

El Anatsui working on his installation for the 57th Carnegie International. Photo: Bryan Conley, courtesy of the Carnegie Museum of Art.

On a gray day last year, the Ghanaian-born artist El Anatsui visited Pittsburgh, where he was struck by Richard Serra’s 40-foot-tall COR-TEN 

steel sculpture installed in front of the Carnegie Museum of Art. It seemed to blend into the nearly 50-year-old building behind it, inspiring the 

artist to try to achieve a similar effect with his new installation for the museum’s exterior, commissioned as part of the 57th edition of the 

Carnegie International.

El Anatsui now plans to drape the building in one of his signature sculptures composed of hundreds of thousands of discarded liquor bottle 

tops, all strung together with copper wire. The flowing metallic artwork will cover the entirety of the museum’s 160-foot-long façade and 

continue onto the front lawn. There, the bottle tops will connect to a series of printing plates, sourced from a nearby Pittsburgh press. The 

plates, in turn, will link up to a series of reflective metal sculptures fabricated by a local artist, which will surround the Serra sculpture, 

Carnegie (1985).



The museum announced Anatsui’s work, along with three other projects that will be included in the upcoming exhibition, today. All four projects, 

like many of those previously announced, were inspired by the structure of the museum itself.

“I guess you can’t come to the Carnegie Museum and not use the building itself as your vessel and material and make it part of the exhibition,” 

Ingrid Schaffner, the show’s ambitious curator, tells artnet News.

El Anatsui in front of the Carnegie Museum of Art. Photo: Bryan Conley, courtesy of the Carnegie Museum of Art.

Though Schaffner didn’t expressly encourage the 32 artists and collectives in the exhibition to consider the building, the surrounding city, or the 

history of the Carnegie International—the oldest survey of contemporary art in North America—many of them have done so anyway.

Another work on the museum’s exterior will be a project by Bahamian artist Tavares Strachan, who was similarly inspired by a

“feature of the museum,” Schaffner says. But she won’t tell us just what that feature is until the work is unveiled at the opening of the 

exhibition itself on October 13. “The gift of the surprise is part of the work,” she says. But she did give one little hint:

“Prepare to be illuminated.”

Tavares Strachan. Photo: Brooke DiDonato, courtesy of the Carnegie Museum of Art.



Inside the main entrance, the nomadic Kenyan photographer Mimi Cherono Ng’ok will install a billboard-sized diptych that’s inspired, in part, by 

the late artist Felix Gonzalez-Torres). A third image by Ng’ok will appear on the backside of the museum map handed out to guests, an idea 

that connects to her interest in peripatetic photography, or, as she puts it, “emotional cartography”—the circulation of images and their ability 

to document place.

Finally, a sound work by New York-based artist Park McArthur will greet visitors entering the museum. McArthur researched the 

stones that make up the building itself and traced their origin back to the Larvik quarry in Norway. She then commissioned an 

Oslo-based engineer to travel to the quarry and make record audio recordings of the stones being extracted. It’s a way of “mining 

the materiality of the museum,” Schaffner says.

Mimi Cherono Ng’ok, Untit led (2014). Courtesy of the Carnegie Museum of Art.

“For me it’s less about Pittsburgh, per se, than it is about context,” Schaffner says. “Because the International has such a 

pronounced character, because of the museum’s reputation, and because of the city’s rich history, I see why artists are drawn to 

the setting itself as material.”
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sans cesse soumis ? Quand peut-on 
considérer que l’œuvre incarne la 

résolution d’une somme de conflits ? 
Et si l’artiste est cet alchimiste qui 
transforme les dissonances en songes 
sublimes, alors, à coup sûr, El Anatsui 
est un maître en la matière.

L’artiste, né au Ghana en 1944, a été 
classé en 2007 par le journal britannique 
« The Independent » comme l’un des acteurs 
les plus importants de la culture africaine 
contemporaine. En 2015, il a reçu le Lion 
d’or de la Biennale de Venise pour l’en-
semble de son œuvre. Il est exposé dans 
les collections du MoMA de New York, 
du Centre Pompidou, à Paris, du British 
Museum, à Londres. Au domaine de Chau-
mont-sur-Loire, il est pratiquement chez 

L’artiste ghanéen El Anatsui travaille 
depuis vingt ans avec les rebuts de 

nos sociétés, capsules de bouteilles, 
canettes en aluminium ou râpes  
à manioc usagées. Tel un Midas 

moderne, El Anatsui est l’homme  
qui transforme les déchets en or.

/ Texte Valérie Bougault 

Midas     
moderne

La naïveté, feinte ou réelle, a parfois du 
bon. « Quelle est votre définition de l’art ? », 
demande à ses invités, mi-ingénue, mi-im-
pertinente, la présentatrice d’une récente 
émission de télévision traitant de la planète 
artistique. Question hasardeuse, digne d’un 
(mauvais) sujet de philo du bac, pense-t-on. 
Pourtant, insidieuse, la voici qui nous obsède, 
et réveille, en écho, d’autres interrogations. 
L’œuvre d’art est-elle synonyme de retrou-
vailles avec une beauté qu’elle révèle ? Et, 
en conséquence, que fait-elle de la laideur ? 
Des contradictions qui hantent nos vies, des 
incohérences meurtrières de nos sociétés, des 
choix destructeurs auxquels nous sommes 

visite d’atelier
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El Anatsui  
à son studio  
au Nigeria, 2009
COURTESY OF THE ARTIST 
AND JACK SHAINMAN 
GALLERY, NEW YORK.

Page de gauche 
Commercial  
Avenue, 2014,  
bois, aluminium  
et peinture,  
214 x 280 x 6 cm
COURTESY OF THE ARTIST 
AND JACK SHAINMAN 
GALLERY, NEW YORK.
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lui. Dans le cadre d’« Arts & Nature », il y a 
exposé des œuvres en 2015 et 2016 et s’ap-
prête à réitérer l’expérience en avril 2017, 
pour un projet qui devrait mettre en scène 
des gabarres, bateaux à fond plat de la Loire. 
À chaque fois, il a adapté son travail à l’es-
pace qui lui était proposé. Calmement, il 
l’explique : « Je ne dessine pas, ou très peu. 
Je ne veux pas être l’esclave des idées mortes ; 
elles doivent rester vivantes tout au long du 
processus de création ». Chantal Colleu- 
Dumond, directrice du domaine, confirme 
et s’en émerveille : « Il est toujours dans l’im-
provisation, ce qui donne à ses interventions 
une dimension totalement imprévue, qui 
évolue au jour le jour. La première année, 
il était entendu qu’il travaillerait sur un seul 
mur de la galerie du Fenil, l’ancienne remise 
à foin ouvrant sur la cour de la ferme. Dès 
qu’il y est entré, séduit par le lieu, il a décidé 
de recouvrir l’ensemble de la pièce… ».

Draperies scintillantes et capsules
Le résultat, qui devrait hélas quitter 
Chaumont au printemps, est simplement 
magique. De grandes tentures recouvrent 
les parois d’un manteau chatoyant, cote de 
maille ou draperie futuriste selon l’imagi-
naire du spectateur, et l’on pénètre dans 
une caverne scintillante, dont les parois 
semblent onduler. Vagues d’un océan 
archaïque, vents de sable du désert ? Un peu 
tout cela. Mais la matière, elle, ne doit rien à 
la nature. Ce sont des milliers de bandes de 

métal, de celles qui enveloppent le col des 
bouteilles de vodka, cognac, gin ou rhum 
qu’on trouve au Nigeria sous les marques 
Chairman, Dark Sailor ou King Solomon. 
Aplaties, percées, soigneusement cousues 
avec du fil de cuivre, elles sont l’humble 
matière d’un patchwork rutilant dont les 
bandes enroulées sont venues d’Afrique, 
et dont l’assemblage sur place a demandé 
la collaboration de cinq élèves de l’école 
des Beaux-Arts de Bourges. Tout compte 
fait, matériau et main-d’œuvre expriment, 
chacun à sa manière, la pensée de l’artiste : 

« L’art surgit selon les situations particulières 
et les artistes ne peuvent que bénéficier de ce 
que leur environnement leur renvoie ».
Après des études au collège d’art de Kumasi, 
au Ghana – « L’art a été un voyage solitaire, 
dit-il, personne dans ma famille ne savait 
de quoi il s’agissait » –, il rejoint un groupe 
d’artistes nigérians dans les années 1970 
et enseigne à partir de 1975 à l’université 
Nsukka du Nigeria. Il y restera trente ans 
et c’est là que se trouve aujourd’hui son ate-
lier où de nombreux étudiants l’assistent, 
pendant les vacances scolaires. Longtemps, 

  Dans ma culture,  
un pot brisé n’est pas perdu,  
il a beaucoup de fonctions.  
La nécessité est mère  
de l’invention 
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3 ŒUVRES PHARES D’EL ANATSUI

Untitled, 1980’s, acrylique  
sur masonite, 61 x 92 cm
COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK 
SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.

Fan, 1995, bois d’oyili-oji, 
71 x 77 x 2 cm
COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK 
SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.

Searching for connection, 
2013, aluminium, cuivre,  
1560 x 2500 cm
©OCTOBER GALL., LONDRES/J. GREET.

visite d’atelier
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Page de gauche 
El Anatsui  

à Chaumont-sur-Loire,  
et montage de 

l’exposition, 2015
©E. SANDER ET ©DR.

Ci-contre 
Stressed World, 2011, 

aluminium, cuivre,  
450 x 549 cm

COURTESY OF THE ARTIST  
AND JACK SHAINMAN 
GALLERY, NEW YORK.

Ci-dessous  
El Anatsui  

au Nigeria, 2007
COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND 

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, 
NEW YORK.
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À VOIR
HHH « EL ANATSUI : MEYINA »,  
The Prince Claus Fund Gallery, 
Herengracht 603, Amsterdam,  
31 20 344 9160, www.princeclausfund.org 
du 24 novembre au 28 avril.
HHH ARTS & NATURE 2017,  
Domaine de Chaumont-sur-Loire, 41150 
Chaumont-sur-Loire, 02 54 20 99 22,  
www.domaine-chaumont.fr  
du 1er avril au 5 novembre.

À SAVOIR
EL ANATSUI EST REPRÉSENTÉ  
par les galeries Jack Shainman Gallery, 
New York, et October Gallery, Londres.

perçoit d’un coup qu’il n’y a aucune limite à 
l’utilisation infinie de la matière.
Cela ne va pas sans ironie. Les fastueuses tapis-
series métalliques entretiennent une parenté 
indéniable avec les traditionnelles cotonnades 
des ethnies éwé et ashanti, ces tissus aux 
motifs géométriques de couleurs vives, for-
més de bandelettes cousues ensemble. Nom-
més d’après des événements historiques, voire 
des proverbes, ils ne sont tissés que par des 
hommes (dont le père et le frère d’El Anatsui) 
et étaient portés lors des grandes fêtes par les 
chefs ghanéens et leurs reines. Attributs du 
pouvoir, habits de la noblesse, ils projettent 
leur ascendance glorieuse sur une œuvre d’art 
tissée, elle, de déchets. Pas n’importe lesquels, 
cependant, puisqu’il s’agit des fragments de 
bouteilles d’alcool des distilleries locales, le 
premier apport des Européens et le symbole 
des relations complexes entre un continent et 
ses colonisateurs.
Occident et Afrique, opulence et pauvreté, 
rebut et œuvre d’art, l’œuvre d’El Anatsui 
nous confronte à ces antagonismes qui sont 
sa dynamique. Le ranger dans la catégorie 
de l’art du recyclage serait absurdement 
réducteur. Ugwu, « montagne », sa der-
nière création à Chaumont, en 2016, a pris 
la forme d’un amoncellement de grumes 
colorées, placardées d’emballages plastique 

et de plaques offset, et propulse la question 
de sa destruction au cœur de la nature. La 
tenture du fenil, en 2015, portait le titre de 
XiXe. « Le titre de l’œuvre, qui provient de la 
langue éwé, n’est pas si simple à traduire et 
d’ailleurs cela ne m’intéresse pas réellement, 
mais il renvoie à la liberté du grand air, du 
ciel, de l’univers et de l’environnement et à 
toutes les questions qui s’y rapportent. » Cet 
hiver, une exposition à Amsterdam retra-
çant son parcours s’intitule « Meyina », 
« Je vais ». Inutile de demander vers où, El 
Anatsui a déjà donné la réponse, « là où, 
dans son atelier, il lui semble que le ciel se 
penche pour parler à l’oreille de la terre ».

il a été avant tout sculpteur, initié aux tech-
niques de la culture ashanti, céramique, gra-
vure, poterie. Ses sculptures en bois, remar-
quées à la Biennale de Venise en 1990, sont 
de grandes planches gravées, peintes et à 
demi brûlées. Il a aussi utilisé des pots d’ar-
gile brisés, les mêlant à des tessons de verre. 
Faut-il y voir le début de son affection pour 
les matériaux pauvres, abandonnés, et sous 
nos cieux occidentaux, méprisés ? Plutôt l’ac-
compagnement logique d’une philosophie 
africaine. « Dans ma culture, un pot brisé 
n’est pas perdu, il a beaucoup de fonctions. 
La nécessité est mère de l’invention. » C’est au 
tournant du xxie siècle qu’El Anatsui a com-
mencé à assembler ces capsules, canettes et 
autres matériaux « de rebut ». « Un jour, j’ai 
trouvé un plein sac de capsules dans la cam-
pagne. Pendant presque un an, je l’ai laissé 
dans un coin de l’atelier. Je ne voyais pas quoi 
en faire, cela me semblait anecdotique. Puis 
je les ai assemblées pour une œuvre de quatre 
mètres sur quatre que j’ai montrée à Londres, 
au cœur d’une exposition de mes sculptures. 
Tous les visiteurs ont été attirés, fascinés. Je 
pensais que j’épuiserais le sujet assez vite, 
jusqu’au moment où j’ai compris les possibilités 
de ce travail. » Et c’est aussi ce qui donne le 
vertige face à une œuvre d’El Anatsui : l’es-
prit, frappé de stupeur et d’enchantement, 

  Je ne dessine pas, ou très peu. Je ne veux pas être l’esclave 
des idées mortes ; elles doivent rester vivantes tout au long du 
processus de création  

visite d’atelier
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El Anatsui  
et ses installations  
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ART & DESIGN 

A Million Pieces of Home 

 

Chester Higgins Jr./The New York Times 

“Earth’s Skin” (2007). 

By HOLLAND COTTER  
Published: February 10, 2013 
 

Unless there’s terrible news Africa doesn’t get much notice in this part of the world.  But at the Venice 
Biennale six years ago it was the object of thousands of beauty-bedazzled eyes, even if some of those eyes 
didn’t know at first what they were looking at. 

One of that show’s most popular sights was an immense sheet of undulant light floating, floor to ceiling, at 
the very end of the Biennale’s main, long, cavernous exhibition hall, the Arsenale. In a city of mosaics, it 
could have been a super-mosaic, inlaid in silver and gold, or a fabulous gold-threaded tapestry, its surface 
broken by shimmering swags and folds. Distance made a difference in understanding. When you moved 
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closer you saw that the whole glinting thing was pieced together from countless tiny parts: pieces of 
colored metal pinched and twisted into strips, squares, circles and rosettes, linked together, like chain 
mail, with bits of copper wire. 

Closer still, very close, you could make out words printed on some of the metal scraps: Bakassi, Chelsea, 
Dark Sailor, Ebeano, King Solomon, Makossa, Top Squad. 

Some of them sounded foreign, non-European. So, when you learned it, did the artist’s name: El Anatsui. 
Hard to place geographically, it was just beginning to ring international art-world bells. He’s from Ghana, 
you heard, or Nigeria. 

This was perception-altering information. Suddenly, in that great sheet of light, you saw Africa, not 
Europe; kente cloth, not Baroque tapestry. That the metal pieces looked like scrap material became 
significant. Clichés clicked into place: Africa = recycling. And art that, a moment before, was simply blow-
away gorgeous was now exotically mysterious. 

The mystery wasn’t so much in the art itself  as in the Western cultural politics surrounding it. How, 
against stacked odds, did art by an African artist become the centerpiece of the world’s most prestigious 
contemporary showcase? Historically black artists from Africa had achieved international attention only 
when they lived and worked outside the continent. And then, paradoxically, their art was embraced to the 
extent that it advertised African-ness. Mr. Anatsui’s Venetian tour de force fit neither criterion. 

Now, six years later, those “how did this happen?” questions may again arise for a new audience around 
the sparkling retrospective exhibition “Gravity and Grace: Monumental Works by El Anatsui,” which just 
opened at the Brooklyn Museum. But time has made a difference. Mr. Anatsui’s art has been visible in 
major public collections. Books have been written. (The best of them is “El Anatsui: Art and Life by Susan 
Mullin Vogel.) Films have been made. We know more about him than we once did. 

He was born in 1944 in Ghana, which was then the British colony of Gold Coast. His father was a 
fisherman and master weaver of kente cloth, a skill Mr. Anatsui himself never learned. 

Instead he studied art in high school and university programs conceived on British models and staffed 
with European teachers.  At the same time he made an effort to immerse himself in local Ghanaian 
traditions. “When I left art school, my idea was to try to indigenize — to get a bit of indigenous material 
into my psyche,” he once told an interviewer.  And his first work as a professional artist, in the early 1970s, 
was local in a literal way. 

It was a series of wall pieces made from wooden display trays collected in town markets.  On the surface of 
each tray, using hot iron bars, he scorched graphic symbols from Ghanaian textiles, symbols of myth and 
memory. Seen in a Western context the results looked abstract; in Africa they had specific meaning. The 
combination of apparent ornamentalism and usefulness answered to the aesthetic values of two very 
different cultures. 
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The series also established features that would characterize much of his future output: a reliance on 
mediums close at hand, portability and abstraction.  There was a measure of humor. It must have amused 
market workers to see plain old fruit trays so elevated.  And, in what was fundamentally conceptual art, 
there were social and spiritual dimensions. The trays originally held food, which carried associations of 
abundance, want  and generosity. The textiles from which the graphic symbols came were often used for 
funeral wear. 

In 1975 Mr. Anatsui was invited to teach sculpture at the University of Nigeria in the town of Nsukka. It 
became his new and, so far, permanent home, a stimulating one with a lively creative community that 
included the influential painters Uche Okeke and Chike Aniakor. 

Soon after arrival he started making ceramic sculptures in the form of shattered and patched-
together versions of traditional pots, their interiors filled with seething, snakelike forms. These were 
fierce, agitated, disintegrative objects, responses to his own mood of displacement, or to a post-colonial 
Africa entering dire, disillusioning times. 

The sense of turbulence continued when he returned to wood as a medium. In 1980, during a residency at 
the Cummington Community in Massachusetts, he adopted power tools — drills and chain saws — to 
make sculpture. Back in Nsukka he stayed with an unruly, sometimes brutalist style of gouging and slicing.  

 



Cotter, Holland. The New York Times, 10 February 2013: AR1, illustrated. 

And, as with the pots, fragmentation was a preferred mode, in relief sculptures composed of several 
separate panels designed to be randomly combined and recombined. 

In the 1980s his reputation in Africa was building. He worked nonstop and produced a lot, experimentally 
moving among and combining mediums in ways that few of his colleagues were. Through periodic 
residencies, like the one at Cummington, he stayed tuned into developments abroad, some of which would 
affect him significantly.Multiculturalism was in the air in the West, and starting to shape the market. 
High-profile shows like the 1989 “Magicians of the Earth” in Paris included, however marginally, new art 
from Africa. By 1990, when the Studio Museum in Harlem sent curators to Nigeria to scout for its 
“Contemporary African Artists: Changing Tradition,” Mr. Anatsui was high on the go-to list. 

And when five artists from that exhibition were chosen for the 1990 Venice Biennale, he was one. The 
occasion was historic; it was the first time sub-Saharan artists had been in the Venice show.  And the 
experience was invaluable. Not only was his art seen in an international forum, he also got a sweeping look 
at what the European-American market was promoting, much of it installation art on a spectacular scale. 

Within a few years his career trajectory, already high in Africa, began to ascend abroad. In 1995 a London 
dealer, who came across a video of him sculpturing with a chain saw, offered a show that coincided with 
the city’s breakthrough Africa ’95 Festival. In the same year a traveling museum solo show in Japan came 
through. And in 1996 in New York the dealer Skoto Aghahowa,  intent on positioning new African art in a 
global context, paired Mr. Anatsui in a show with Sol LeWitt. 

A tipping point, or the start of one, arrived in 1998, when Mr. Anatsui invented a new art form. One day, 
by his own account, on a routine scavenging hunt through Nsukka, he picked up a trash bag filled with 
twist-off liquor bottle tops of a kind manufactured by Nigerian distilleries. Although it took him a while to 
realize it, he had found his ideal material: locally made, in ready supply and culturally loaded. 

Liquor had come to Africa with colonialism. Production of rum propelled the trans-Atlantic slave trade. 
Later Africa had made a double-edged European import its own. And the history of all that was printed, in 
shorthand,  in the brand names on the bottle tops: Bakassi, Chelsea, Dark Sailor, Ebeano. 

In addition, crucially, the metal was visually magnetic. The colors — reds, yellows, silvers, golds — were 
bold and bright. And it was easy to manipulate,  to “fold, crumple, crush,” to quote the title of a 
documentary film on Mr. Anatsui made in 2011 by Ms. Vogel, a curator and former professor of African art 
and architecture at Columbia University. 

Finally the bottle caps answered Mr. Anatsui’s growing interest in expanding the scale of his art. Pressed 
flat, twisted, or cut into circles, then punctured, the caps could be wired together into panels or blocks, 
which were joined to form pliant, fabriclike sheets, each sheet a whole made of fragments, and, potentially 
at least, endlessly expandable. “When I started working with the bottle caps,” he said recently during a trip 
the United States, “I thought I’d make one or two things with them, but the possibilities began to seem 
endless.”The labor involved was arduous but communal, a kind of three-step performance. Studio workers 
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in Nsukka made the initial blocks. Mr. Anatsui determined the configuration of the blocks into a larger 
works. Whoever installed the finished piece could hang and drape it as they pleased. No way was the only 
way,  no way was permanent. 

And when a piece, no matter how large, came down,  it could be folded up to fit in the equivalent of a 
suitcase or trunk. 

Mr. Anatsui has treated similar mediums comparably; as early as 1998 he was wiring together milk-can 
tops to create floor-bound sculptures. But for charisma and variety, the bottle-top hangings are 
unsurpassed, as evident in the nine examples in the new retrospective,  conceived by Ellen Rudolph for the 
Akron Art Museum, and installed in Brooklyn by Kevin Dumouchelle. 

Surfaces are clotted and encrusted in one example,  or appear like openwork lace in another. Mr. Anatsui 
himself compares his metal work to painting and sees the show as a record of his move from the 
equivalent of oils to watercolor, “from opaqueness to transparency.” 

The palette can be solid and bold, or as mixed and nuanced as a hazed-over wildflower field. Several titles 
— “Earth’s Skin,” “Ozone Layer” — have ecological associations. But like the earlier ceramic and wood-
panel sculptures they speak in universal terms of decay and regeneration. 

It’s surely no accident that the exhibition’s title, which is also the title of a stunning 2009 hanging, comes 
from the French philosopher Simone Weil (1909-43). Weil lived the life of both a social and spiritual 
activism, and Mr. Anatsui’s art may be considered in those terms. 

His is eminently public work, with a subtle commentarial  undertow.  This is true of a piece called “Broken 
Bridges II” that  he recently installed on a building facade near theHigh Line in Chelsea.  An immense, 
pieced-together mural made partly of mirrorlike material,  it gives a narcissistic city and art world capital a 
fractured, yet sky-flooded view of itself. 

Outdoors is the direction Mr. Anatsui wants to go in the future; he will be doing an installation on the 
exterior of the Royal Academy in London in the spring and another in Amsterdam.  Large but light and 
lighter is the goal. “I’m working toward buoyancy,” he said. 

Will that buoyant art be African? Western?   

Neither, or rather both,  in ways that make such categories expansive rather than confining. It will be the 
art of someone who, through a combination of brilliance, hard work and circumstance — the same factors 
that shape most major art careers — has become a global star and has achieved that status by working at 
home, finding a grand and modest beauty there, and spreading that beauty everywhere. 

A version of this article appeared in print on February 10, 2013, on page AR1 of the New York edition with the headline: A Million 

Pieces of Home. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/h/high_line_nyc/index.html?inline=nyt-classifier
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Ghanian artist El Anatsui talks about his show at Carriageworks. Photo: Peter Braig

El Anatsui makes one feel there might actually be some substance in the talk of a globalised art world. The idea that artists from places other than
Europe and America can be players on the contemporary scene has been around ever since Jean­Hubert Martin's landmark exhibition, Magiciens de
la Terre, held at the Centre Pompidou in 1989. That show was derided by curators and gallery directors who had no quarrel with the status quo, but it
addressed an underlying anxiety that Western art was growing tired and decadent.

The notion of greater inclusiveness surfaced again in the 2002 Documenta, put together by Nigerian­born curator Okwui Enwezor. This show included
artists who originated in many exotic locations, although they all seemed to live in New York or Paris or Berlin, just like the curator.

It has taken many years to find artists who can occupy a prominent place on the global circuit while choosing to reside outside the metropolitan
centres. William Kentridge has made his reputation from Johannesburg, and El Anatsui has conquered the planet while living and working in the
Nigerian university town of Nsukka.

February 6, 2016
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El Anatsui with his work "Garden Wall". Photo: Steven Siewert

El Anatsui: Five Decades at Carriageworks is the artist's first exhibition in Australia, although he was included in the 2012 Sydney Biennale. This
selection features items from as far back as the 1970s, revealing a career that was already well advanced by the time Anatsui began making the
hanging works that have become a trademark. The show is the first instalment of a new partnership with dealer­turned­philanthropist, Anna Schwartz,
who has donated $500,000 to help Carriageworks host major overseas exhibitions.

Anatsui was born in a small town in Ghana in 1944, the youngest of 32 children whom his father had sired with "five or six wives". He would be raised
in the family of an uncle who was a Presbyterian minister, but he never felt the appeal of religion. Anatsui excelled as a student, but when he gained
admission to university and decided to study fine arts, his uncle was aghast.

This wasn't the act of a rebel, but a young man who was clear about what he wanted to do, and determined to succeed. In search of a name that was
short, simple and neutral, Anatsui re­christened himself "El". It was years before he realised some people mistook him for an Arab or a Muslim.

El Anatsui's work "Drainpipe". Photo: Steven Siewert

After getting his degree in Ghana, Anatsui was advised to apply for a teaching post at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka. He got the job and has
remained there ever since, although his best memories relate to the early years on campus when he was part of an exceptionally talented group of
artists and writers, including Chinua Achebe, West Africa's leading modern novelist.

In the years from 1975­78, Anatsui produced a series of ceramic sculptures known as the Broken Pots. He combined local clay, ceramic shards and
manganese from Ghana to create dark­flecked pots that were deliberately mangled. He was inspired by the idea that when one makes a sacrifice in a
local shrine, a broken vessel is used.

The works have been interpreted as a comment on the broken­down state of the Ghanaian economy, but Anatsui saw them in more universal terms,
implying a destruction that leads to renewal. The paradox was that each piece, no matter how shattered, was presented as a finished work of art.
Could a work be apparently broken but conceptually complete? One thinks of Marcel Duchamp's Large Glass, which the artist declared finished only
when it was cracked.

Anatsui continued to experiment and in 1980 began carving wooden sculptures with a chain saw.
This may sound crude but he managed to attain a high level of finesse, drawing into a slab then
carefully smoothing the grooves. He also made works by burning designs into wood, a process we



Artist El Anatsui's work made up of bottle tops and
discarded items is on exhibition at Carriageworks:
pictured is "Awakened". Photo: Steven Siewert

El Anatsui's work "Womb of Time" at Carriageworks.
Photo: Steven Siewert

call pokerwork.

When he discovered a collection of used aluminium printer's plates, Anatsui's imagination went off in
a different direction. He fashioned the battered plates into a set of large­scale Waste Paper Bags
(2003), on which newspaper stories were still readable. These pieces acted like monuments to the
lives of refugees and poor people, forced to carry all their possessions from place to place. They are
also a form of Pop Art, echoing Claes Oldenburg's overscaled versions of everyday objects.

Examples of all these earlier works may be seen at Carriageworks. They reveal an artist who has
tried to remain true to the materials and themes of his native land, while demonstrating a shrewd
knowledge of Western art history. Anatsui is inventive and open­minded, but also incredibly patient.
He has persevered with each phase until its possibilities seemed exhausted, without ever closing the
door. Years later he would return to pottery with new inspiration.

Anatsui's breakthrough came in 1998 when he
found a bag of tin­can lids in the bush. By joining
them together he created a soft sculpture, like a
metallic blanket that could be arranged into diverse
shapes. The largest example is Drainpipes (2010),
in which giant­sized tubes lean against the gallery
wall at Carriageworks and sprawl across the floor.

An even more important discovery of 1998 was a
bag of tops from alcohol bottles. Anatsui began to
flatten the tops and link them with copper wire,
creating sheets that made use of the colour and
reflective qualities of the material. The genie was
out of the bottle and soon Anatsui's work would be
appearing in many countries. The first two hanging
works, Woman's Cloth and Man's Cloth (both
2001), were purchased by the British Museum
from a commercial gallery show in London.
Museums from Tokyo and Washington D.C. were
waiting in the wings.

Over the past decade these hangings have grown
larger and more complex, some stretching for
more than 16 metres. There are vast pieces at
Carriageworks, including Garden Wall, which
cascades like a coloured waterfall. To create such
works, and meet the growing demands of museums and collectors, Anatsui has developed a formidable workshop in Nsukka, with as many as 40
employees flattening bottle tops, drilling holes, and stitching panels together with copper wire. He takes care of the compositions and leaves the
manufacturing to others.

In the decade­and­a­half in which he has been making these pieces they have undergone considerable changes.

Adrinka Sasa (2003) is a relatively early work that refers to a traditional form of cloth from Ghana. It is an elegant, formal composition, mainly black
with parallel bands of gold. The configuration one sees in the gallery may change with each hanging, as Anatsui encourages installers to follow their
own preferences. As far as he's concerned there is no top or bottom, no right or wrong way to exhibit a piece.

Such freedom is in line with Anatsui's own developing view of the work. In the beginning he was happy to make references to textiles, and allow a
piece to be interpreted as a kind of cloth. Now he accepts that these works elude easy categorisation, having elements of sculpture, collage,
landscape, textiles, tapestry and mosaic. They are intensively hand­crafted, but also conceptual. There are echoes of many different art movements,
from the junk assemblages of artists such as Schwitters and Rauschenberg, to the delicate washes of colour found in the abstract painting of the
1970s.

One might even discern a political message in the idea of works made from the tops from African alcohol bottles becoming highly sought­after,
multimillion­dollar acquisitions for Western museums. It's a stunning reversal of the colonial legacy, whereby African nations provided markets for the
cheap manufactured goods of Europe. The alcohol once traded for slaves is now providing raw material for fine art – the ultimate in luxury goods.

Such success might go to anyone's head, but Anatsui is remarkably unaffected. His rewards have come late in life, and he continues to live in much
the same way that he has for the past 40 years. His chief motivation is not fame and fortune, but the feeling that he is continually making artistic
progress. Anatsui is a modest man, but he would be less than human if he didn't feel the excitement of this great, late work coming out of Africa, and
taking the world by storm.

El Anatsui: Five Decades, until March 6 at Carriageworks.

johnmcdonald.net.au

http://www.johnmcdonald.net.au/
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Kinderhook 
El Anatsui 
 
JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY | KINDERHOOK 
25 Broad Street 
May 17–September 26 
The spacious, light-drenched galleries of the School in 
Kinderhook, New York, provide an ideal setting for El 
Anatsui’s current retrospective surveying his prolific fifty-
year-long career. One senses an increasing self-reflexivity 
in his latest output, which is perhaps most apparent in works 
such asGeneration Mix, 2014, wherein the shimmering 
metal fragments used in his most celebrated series of the 
last decade are affixed to wooden assemblages that recall 
his “Old Cloth” series of the 1990s, examples of which are 
also on view. 
Anatsui’s “Broken Pots” series, first shown in 1979 at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, reflects on cultural 
fragmentation and resilience. Inspired in part by Nok terra-cotta sculpture, works such as Chambers of Memory, 
1977, and Gbeze, 1979, invoke the chaos of colonization and affirmed the promise of independence for new 
African nations. Thirty-five years later, echoes of this series are legible in the artist’s metal constructions. One 
such sculpture appears as a giant suspended orb punctured with gaping holes, marking a departure from his 
flattened wall hangings. TitledWomb of Time, 2014, it also links the global unrest felt during the postwar era to 
that of our present day. 
While only a small number of works are directly figurative, many of the artist’s most abstract sculptures are treated 
as bodies that may be wounded or healed. Stressed World, 2011, one of the largest works on view, appears 
worn and neglected, as if embodying the strain placed on our natural environment. Anatsui’s handling of found 
materials is both violent and conscientious, consistently evoking themes of disorder and reinvention while inviting 
an awareness of the consequences of ecological and cultural destruction. 
 

— Allison Young 
 

http://artforum.com/picks/id=52941
http://artforum.com/guide/country=US&place=kinderhook&jump=12166%23location12166
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22El%20Anatsui%22
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22El%20Anatsui%22
http://artforum.com/contributors/name=allison-young
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New York: Two Shows up the River

Kasia Maciejowska  New York  12 Sept 2015

A train ride up the Hudson River from Manhattan will take you to two utterly different

exhibitions: Robert Irwin’s new minimalist architectural installation at Dia: Beacon titled Excursus:

Homage to the Square³, and Five Decades, a solo exhibition featuring work by El Anatsui, who was

awarded the Venice Biennale's Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement, at Jack Shainman’s large

gallery in Kinderhook. From Irwin’s serene screens and ephemeral shadows to Anatsui’s weighty

drapes of folded metal, the two exhibitions represent the American art world’s present fascination

with two very different sets of aesthetics and conceptual concerns; the pared back illusion play of

the Light and Space movement, and the politically engaged expressive craftwork defining a portion

of contemporary African art.

El Anatsui
Five Decades, at Jack Shainman Gallery, Kinderhook, New York State
Until 26 September 2015

In art discourse today there is much discussion on how contemporary art is becoming a globalised

arena. Certainly the western art world’s gaze does appear to have widened to take in the art of

Africa, Arabia, and Asia. This year’s Venice Biennale is curated by the event’s first African curator,

Okwui Enwezor, the Nigerian­born director of Munich’s Haus der Kunst who  titled this iteration

of world’s largest exhibition  “All The World’s Futures”.  In addition, Nigeria­based Ghanian artist

El Anatsui, was awarded the Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement by the festival, with Enwezor

calling him “perhaps the most significant living African artist working on the continent today", and

someone “who has contributed immensely to the recognition of contemporary African artists in

the global arena”.



Installation view, El Anatsui, Five Decades, at Jack Shainman Gallery, Kinderhook, New York State. Image courtesy Jack
Shainman Gallery

Before Anatsui or his American gallerist Jack Shainman knew he would receive the respected

accolade, they were planning a retrospective of his life’s work spanning fifty years. Rather than

being at either of Shainman’s Manhattan galleries, they opted for the more spacious outpost—a

converted school building now redecorated with requisite gallery­grade white walls and grey floors

—in picturesque Kinderhook, upstate New York, near fashionable weekend haven Hudson. Wisely

so, as Anatsui’s capacious articulated assemblages sprawl through several rooms over three storeys,



rising creepily across floors and hanging beautifully from walls of different sizes, suiting the

spectrum with the generally large scale of his works.

Installation view, El Anatsui, Peak Project, 1999. Tin and copper wire 39 x 84 x 155 inches. Image courtesy Jack Shainman
Gallery

Experiencing Anatsui’s work like this, as a whole interrelated body, impresses one thing most of all;

this is a committed artist with an obsessive vision and an established language. His sculptural

hangings, which are his dominant works, are woven from the waste materials like bottle tops and

packaging labels, gathered from plants in Nigeria, as they have been throughout his career. This

transformative act of re­using waste means a postcolonial note runs through these woven works;

it’s a disturbing message, but delivered as a subtle undertow because the clarity and strength of the

forms themselves take precedence. This gives the creativity and beauty of these works a poignancy

that is both uncomfortable in its honesty and optimistic in its dedication. The hangings occupy a

juncture between sculpture and tapestry; both structural and fluid, intricate and vast, they can

appear uplifting in places and ominous in others, while still very clearly belonging to the same



formal language, reminiscent of mosaic and chainmail.

Installation view, El Anatsui, Five Decades, at Jack Shainman Gallery, Kinderhook, New York State. Image courtesy Jack
Shainman Gallery

The selection at Shainman is hung variously, to bring out new shapes in each piece, as Anatsui

doesn’t pre­define how they are hung, and likes how the pieces reform themselves differently each

time according to which parts of them are fixed to the wall, or occasionally, the floor. Sometimes

their texture appears as matt black scales, which combined with their organic­looking shapes can

look like a disturbing creature from the natural world. In other examples, the folded scales glitter

prettily in gold and yellow like sparkling waterfalls, or colourful abstract zones layer into a glinting

curtain. Anatsui’s forms give his materials an intense aura that makes the viewer acutely aware of

their own physicality; their elusive mix of heavy structure and fluid translucency makes the human

body feel very fragile and vulnerable beside them. This trait places aligns them with the discourse

of contemporary sculpture. The rhythm and reiteration of those small folds of metal runs through

the exhibition to build up an impression of Anatsui as someone of meticulous and meditative



psyche, expressing his unique vision through this very particular craft and medium.

Installation view, El Anatsui, Womb of Time, 2014. Found aluminum and copper wire 85 x 80 x 25 inches. Image courtesy Jack
Shainman Gallery

Punctuating this powerful aesthetic are examples of Anatsui’s ceramics, woodcarvings and

paintings, dating from early in his career, with one or two recent returns. Ceramic and wood are

common materials in Nigerian art, and Anatsui has said with a view to working in these media that

everything has a form that can be expressed in them. Anatsui’s works are held in numerous

important collections including the MET, MoMA, the Pompidou, and the British Museum. Jack

Shainman offers a rare opportunity to develop a more sophisticated feel for this artist’s significant

oeuvre, see the different shades within his idiosyncratic language, and get a feel for how a craft­

based artistic practice can be used to materialise political commentary as well as to build a nuanced

artistic vision.—[O]



	
  
	
  

THE NEW RAZZLE-DAZZLE: EL ANATSUI ON 
HIS ‘GEM’-ENCRUSTED TAPESTRIES, IN 
2008 
BY The Editors of ARTnews POSTED 08/28/15 12:25 PM 

 

 
El Anatsui, Stressed World, 2011, found aluminum and copper wire. 

©EL ANATSUI/COURTESY THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK 

 
With five decades of El Anatsui’s work on view at Jack Shainman Gallery’s The School, 
in upstate New York, we turn back to June 2008, when Barbara Pollack profiled the 
Ghanaian-born artist for ARTnews. Anatsui, who won the Golden Lion for Lifetime 
Achievement earlier this year at the Venice Biennale, is known for his large-scale, 
abstract metal sculptures. As Pollack points out in her profile, the joy of Anatsui’s work 
is that it is so ambiguous, and that it can literally be seen in so many different ways—
Anatsui’s sculptures can be hung on a wall or on shown on the floor. Pollack’s full 
profile of Anatsui follows below.— Alex Greenberger 
 
“The New Razzle-Dazzle” 
By Barbara Pollack 
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Using bright-colored caps and golden bands from discarded liquor bottles, African 
sculptor El Anatsui weaves rich ‘gem’-encrusted tapestries 
 
The rich gold- and jewel-toned tapestry undulating on the wall at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art is not an African tribal weaving. Nor is it a painting by Gustav Klimt. 
Composed of strips of metal stitched together with copper wire, the piece most resembles 
a bolt of kente cloth, native to Ghana, whose weavings symbolically unite history, 
philosophy, literature, morality, religion, political thought, and esthetics. The tapestry is 
actually a work by Africa’s leading sculptor, El Anatsui, a master at meshing indigenous 
influences and contemporary materials and ideas. 
 
“My work fits into a variety of categories in most museums,” says the artist, who was in 
New York earlier this year for the installation of Between Earth and Heaven (2006) in 
the Met’s Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, devoted to the arts of Africa, Oceania, and the 
Americas. “If they have an African gallery, it fits into it, and if they have a contemporary 
wing, it fits there also.” But Anatsui is particularly happy at the Met, where his work is 
surrounded by traditional ritual and ceremonial objects. “It’s like the past is facing the 
present, and it shows that art creation didn’t ever come to a stop in Africa,” he says.” 
 
Met curator Alisa LaGamma, who chose the sculpture for the museum, recalls, “I was 
just dazzled by the beauty of the work. I thought it would be a very lovely and eloquent 
bridge between the kinds of historical works from Africa already in our collection and a 
lot of the contemporary innovations that have developed in response to those forms.” 
 
Indeed, Anatsui’s career parallels a growing appreciation for contemporary African art 
over the past 20 years, even before artists like Ike Ude and Odili Donald Odita put that 
continent on the art map. 
 
Born in Anyako, Ghana, in 1944, and today based in Nsukka, Nigeria, the tall, affable 
bachelor has had his work shown worldwide, most notably last summer at the Venice 
Biennale. There he hungDusuasa I and Dusuasa II (both 2007), 20-by-30-foot tapestries 
that rippled like jewel-encrusted robes, between the classical columns of the Arsenale, 
and Fresh and Fading Memories (2007) was installed on the exterior of the Palazzo 
Fortuny on the Grand Canal. All of these shimmering pieces were made from the artist’s 
favorite material: metal seals covering the caps of liquor bottles. As Robert Storr, the 
Biennale’s artistic director, comments in the exhibition’s catalogue, “El Anatsui 
demonstrates that the smallest bits of scrap metal can map fields of colour and texture as 
lovely as a painting by Georges Seurat.”  

Beyond their sheer beauty, the pieces reflect the artist’s personal history as well as the 
legacy of slavery and colonialism. Anatsui was 13 years old when Ghana achieved 
independence in 1957. As a child, he navigated both traditional and colonial worlds. 
While he watched his father and brothers weave kente cloth as part of their Ewe heritage, 
Anatsui was being educated in a British-modeled system that paid scant attention to 
indigenous traditions. 
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El Anatsui, Ascension, 2014, found aluminum and copper wire. 

©EL ANATSUI/COURTESY THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK 

 
He studied at the Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology in Kumasi, 
Ghana, earning a B.A. in art and a postgraduate in art education. As a student, he was 
exposed primarily to European painting, but he spent much of his free time at the 
National Cultural Centre in Kumasi, which offered workshops in traditional crafts. 
Between 1969 and 1975, he lectured at a teacher-training college in Winneba, where he 
was fascinated by the wood carvings he saw in the local markets. The techniques used to 
make the carvings, including burning motifs into wood with a hot knife, turned up in his 
earliest works. 
 
In 1975 Anatsui was appointed to teach in the department of fine and applied arts at the 
University of Nigeria Nsukka, where he continues today as a professor of sculpture. The 
department was headed byUche Okeke, an influential artist who argued against formal 
British training in favor of a “natural synthesis” of indigenous elements with topical 
issues. Anatsui adopted the phrase sankofa, a Ghanaian term meaning “go back and 
pick,” to describe this process of reclaiming one’s roots in the act of making art. For the 
next decade he worked primarily in ceramics, making pieces inspired by objects he saw 
in Nigeria’s museums. Then, in 1980, he was awarded a residency at the Cummington 
Community of Arts in Massachusetts, and he turned back to wood, this time using a 
chain saw and hot irons to fashion wall hangings made from multiple panels. 
 
“The idea of trying a new medium brings fresh challenges,” Anatsui says. “I feel that each 
medium has its own language and changes the way that you want to express things.” So, 
too, do new places. “Art doesn’t grow in a vacuum,” he adds. “When you leave your 
normal domicile and travel, a lot of times your feeling for your original home grows 
stronger; the distance can make you reach new levels of empathy or feeling for it, so 
having a distance from any usual terrain provided an influx of ideas.” 
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Perhaps his most famous work from the late 1980s and early ’90s addresses the erosion 
of cultural values. Created for the international artists’ workshop at Arte Amazonas in 
Brazil, and later exhibited at the Modern Art Museum in Rio de Janeiro, Erosion (1992) 
is a wood column nearly ten feet tall, standing in a circle of wood shards. It is intricately 
carved, burned, and gouged, as if self-destructing. 
 
Beyond its social connotations, Erosion can also be viewed either as a modern rendition 
of a traditional totemic object or as a reinterpretation of Minimalist sculpture. 
 
By the time Anatsui created Erosion, he was already attracting attention outside of 
Nigeria, participating in the Studio Museum in Harlem’s first show of contemporary 
african art in 1990, and then in the first presentation of African art at the Venice 
Biennale the following summer. As Grace Stanislaus, curator of both exhibitions, who 
met Anatsui in Nigeria in 1988, explains, “He had a cosmopolitanism and cleverness and 
an understanding of art and art history that was very compelling.” 
 

 
El Anatsui, Open(ing) Market, 2004, metal (tin), paper, paint, and wood (iroko and plywood). 

©EL ANATSUI/COURTESY THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK 

 
His exhibition record reflects both these qualities and the increased receptivity 
worldwide to art coming from places other than the United States and Europe. 

The artist offers this quick summary of his early career development. “First I exhibited in 
Ghana, at my school, then in Accra in the big city, then I moved to Nigeria, showing at 
my university before exhibiting in Lagos, which eventually led to exhibiting in group 
shows outside of Africa.” Starting in 1995 he began to have solo shows at October 
Gallery in London, which continues to represent him, and in 1996, he began showing in 
New York, at the Contemporary African Gallery and at Skoto Gallery, and in 2005 
at David Krut. Since last year he has been represented in New York by Jack Shainman. 
 
As the ’90s progressed, Anatsui’s sculptures became increasingly complex, involving 
collections of carved wood posts or panels. Some of these refer to migration and 
globalization. Visa Queue (1992), for example, consists of caved blocks of Nigerian 
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woods assembled into a seemingly endless line of miniature figures awaiting their fate. 
In The Ancestors Converged Again, faces are carved into the tops of 23 branches and 
poles cut from a variety of trees, then hung as a group of ragtag figures across a gallery 
wall. Other works, like his ’90s “Ancient Cloth Series,” composed of wood slats, evoke 
textiles. His pieces now sell for between $100,000 and $500,000. 

It was in 1999, in the bush outside Nsukka, that Anatsui came upon a garbage bag filled 
with the kind of metal seals found on liquor bottles in Africa: red, green, black, and 
yellow labels printed on gold- or silver-colored backing. This material, which the artist 
sometimes crushes into circles resembling bottle caps or cuts into half-inch strips, 
inspired his recent, much acclaimed sculptures. Found objects, such as tins from 
evaporated milk, old metal graters, and discarded painting plates, have also turned up in 
his work, conveying the spirit and survival strategies of Africa, a place where citizens 
recycle materials out of necessity, not choice. 

“I saw the bottle caps as relating to the history of Africa in the sense that when the 
earliest group of Europeans came to trade, they brought along rum originally from the 
West Indies that then went to Europe and finally to Africa as three legs of the triangular 
trip,” explains Anatsui. “The drink caps that I use are not made in Europe; they are all 
made in Nigeria, but they symbolize bringing together the histories of these two 
continents.” 

Often the names of Nigerian liquor brands can be spotted in the weave of the artist’s 
constructions—brands with names like Dark Sailor or King Solomon resonate with the 
history of slavery. (A more recent brand, Ecomog, is named for the West African armed 
forces established in 1990 to intervene in the Liberian civil war.) Anatsui says he is not 
making these works simply to condemn colonialism or to comment on recent 
controversies in African history. He acknowledges with a smile, “I speak English; I don’t 
know if I would have spoken English if that era had not occurred.” 

El Anatsui, Fan, 1995, oyili-oji. 
©EL ANATSUI/COURTESY THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK 
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Most recently, he is celebrating the opening of “El Anatsui: Gawu” on view through 
September 2, at the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of African Art in 
Washington, D.C., the final stop of the exhibition’s U.S. tour. In the catalogue Anatsui 
explains that the “ga” in “Gawu” alludes to the use of metal and that “wu” is a term for a 
cloak; together the words describe the seven works in the exhibition. In the 
sculpture Versatility, the liquor brand names are prominently displayed, but the pattern 
is reminiscent of the motifs in traditional cloths, such as kente and adinkra (which is 
used for funeral rites). Crumbling Wall (2000) transforms the graters used to 
prepare gari, the West African grain made from cassava flour, into a sagging 
architectural structure composed of rusted metal. As with all of Anatsui’s works, 
including his early wood wall reliefs, location affects how the pieces are hung, says 
Christine Mullen Kreamer, curator at the National Museum of African Art. “Each work 
comes with incredibly detailed instructions.” Tall works may hang in a high-ceilinged 
room or be spread out on the floor in a gallery of lesser height. 
 
“I still insist that they not be mounted flat,” he says. “I want to show the softness, 
because this transgresses the stereotype of metal as a rigid medium.” On the other hand, 
after a decade of having critics identify his work with kente cloth, Anatsui resists the 
analogy as being too formulaic. “The bottle caps tend to replicate the colors of kente 
cloth,” he says, “but when I work, I think more about sculpture than those issues.” 
 
Nevertheless, color is a key factor in his works, as in Bleeding Takari II (2007), a 20-
foot-wide wall relief shown last winter at Shainman. With its large splotches of red metal 
strips pooling into the floor, the work looks as if it is spilling blood. 
 
Anatsui is satisfied that his current medium perfectly conveys his ideas. Referring to 
the Dusuasa works he made for Venice, which are now owned by the Nelson-Atkins 
Museum of Art in Kansas City, he explains: “Sasa means ‘difference,’ or something made 
of different portions. The word literally comes from textiles, like when you have a sheet 
that’s made from patchwork. But for me, it also celebrates the beauty of people coming 
together as one.” Pointing out that maps of Europe and Africa both look like patchwork 
quilts, he concludes, “We have more in common than we think.” 
	
  



	
  

 

 
Last-Minute Art  Getaways:   

E l  Anatsui  at  Jack Shainman's The School  
C a i t  M u n r o ,  F r i d a y ,  J u l y  3 ,  2 0 1 5  

 

El Anatsui, Stressed World .  Courtesy of the art ist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 
	
  

It 's	
   hard	
   to	
   believe	
   that	
  Jack	
   Shainman	
   Gallery's	
   charming	
  exhibition	
   space	
   inside	
   a	
  

refurbished	
   schoolhouse	
   in	
  Kinderhook,	
  New	
  York,	
   is	
   just	
  one	
   year	
  old.	
  This	
   summer,	
  The	
  

School	
  celebrated	
   its	
  birthday	
  by	
   installing	
   several	
  of	
  El	
  Anatsui's	
  majestic	
   tapestries	
  and	
  

sculptures,	
  which	
  will	
  remain	
  on	
  view	
  until	
  September.	
  

	
  

Draped	
   with	
   lush	
   works	
   by	
   the	
   Ghanian	
   artist,	
   who	
   is	
   also	
   a	
  recent	
   recipient	
   of	
  

the	
  Golden	
   Lion	
   for	
   Lifetime	
   Achievement	
  award	
   at	
   the	
   Venice	
   Biennale,	
   the	
   30,000-­‐
square-­‐foot	
  space	
  truly	
  shines.	
  

	
  

Anatsui	
   is	
   certainly	
   best	
   known	
   for	
   his	
   shimmering,	
   textural	
   tapestries,	
  which	
   he	
   creates	
  

using	
  bottle	
   caps,	
   discarded	
   aluminum	
  bands,	
   and	
  wire.	
  These	
  works	
   occupy	
   an	
   aesthetic	
  

gray	
   area	
   between	
   sculpture	
   and	
   painting,	
   and	
   are	
   always	
   pinned	
   slightly	
   differently	
   in	
  

each	
  installation,	
  providing	
  an	
  experience	
  that	
  can't	
  be	
  replicated.	
  



But	
   the	
   show	
  at	
   The	
   School	
   also	
  puts	
   a	
   spotlight	
   on	
   some	
  of	
   the	
   lesser-­‐known	
  aspects	
   of	
  

Anatsui's	
   career,	
   including	
   his	
   floor	
   sculptures,	
   photography,	
   and	
   use	
   of	
   mediums	
   like	
  

wood,	
   clay,	
   and	
   paper.	
   Drawing	
  on	
   works	
   from	
   the	
   1970s	
   to	
   2014,	
   it	
   encompassing	
   five	
  

decades	
  of	
   the	
  artist's	
   l ife	
  within	
  40	
  pieces.	
  Despite	
  their	
  variations	
  in	
   form,	
  almost	
  all	
  of	
  

them	
  deal	
   in	
   some	
   way	
   with	
   concerns	
   about	
   the	
   environment	
   and	
   the	
   cycle	
   of	
  
consumption	
  and	
  waste.	
  Many	
  also	
  provide	
  a	
  portal	
  into	
  contemporary	
  African	
  life.	
  

	
  
El Anatsui, Open(ing) Market .  Courtesy of the art ist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 

	
  

In	
  November	
  2014,	
  Anatsui	
  held	
   two	
  concurrent	
   solo	
   shows	
  at	
   Jack	
  Shainman	
  Gallery	
  and	
  

Mnuchin	
   Gallery	
  and	
   in	
   2013,	
  a	
   solo	
   exhibition	
  at	
   the	
   Brooklyn	
   Museum.	
   During	
  a	
   video	
  

interview,	
  Anatsui	
  told	
  artnet	
  News	
  that	
  the	
  wall	
  hangings	
  that	
  have	
  made	
  him	
  so	
  famous	
  

were	
   not	
   initially	
   conceived	
   to	
   be	
  wall	
   hangings	
   at	
   all.	
  "The	
   first	
   one	
   I	
  made	
  was	
   right	
   in	
  

the	
  middle	
  of	
  the	
  studio,	
  hung	
  from	
  the	
  ceiling,"	
  he	
  said.	
  "What	
  I'm	
  trying	
  to	
  do	
  now	
  is	
  to	
  

create	
   them	
   in	
   such	
  a	
  way	
   that	
  you	
  don't	
  need	
   to	
  put	
   them	
  on	
   the	
  wall.	
   [I 	
  want	
   to]	
  make	
  

them	
  thick	
  and	
  heavy	
  so	
  that	
  they	
  can	
  stand	
  on	
  their	
  own.	
  



The School: One Year And Art Five Decades In The Making 

By Robert Ayers 
It has been almost exactly a year since Jack 
Shainman changed the contemporary art 
landscape in this part of the world by 
opening The School in Kinderhook, NY. On 
Sunday, May 17, he is throwing a big party 
to celebrate that anniversary and to mark 
the opening of this summer’s School 
exhibition, a major retrospective of the 
Ghanaian artist El Anatsui.It promises to be 
quite a day: the remarkable Imani Uzuri — 
whose voice, the Village Voice suggested, 
“would sound equally at home on an opera stage or a disco 12-inch” — will be performing, local 
food trucks will be on site, and the organizers have already received more than 500 RSVPs. 

El Anatsui is as big an art name as there is out there. He has just been awarded the Venice 
Biennale’s highest honor, the Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement. His work was the subject 
of a big show at The Clark in 2011, but if you have not seen it before, then you are in for a 
remarkable experience. Though Anatsui’s principal material is garbage, what he creates from it 
is little less than magical: he salvages huge numbers of crumpled metal bottle tops from liquor 
bottles and threads them together with copper wire into huge sculptures. Stand close, and you 
see their tiny glistening components, stand back a few paces and you are struck by their size and 
weight. In fact they are unlike anything else you’ve ever seen, though they might suggest strange 
metallic animal hides or perhaps flags or tents. 

Anatsui is happy with the ambiguity. He actually 
allows their final shape to be decided by the 
people installing them. He does not see himself 
as the maker of monoliths, in other words, but of 
things that have a life. “I don’t want to be a 
dictator. I want to be somebody who suggests 
things,” he says.  
Jack Shainman shows a wide range of artists at 
The School (and at his two prestigious New York 
galleries) and says simply that he aims to “to 
exhibit, represent and champion artists from 
around the world, in particular artists from 

El Anatsui, “Stressed World” (as installed at The 
School, Kinderhook, NY).

El Anatsui: Five Decades at The School, 
Kinderhook, NY (installation shot). 

http://www.jackshainman.com/school/
http://www.pbs.org/art21/artists/el-anatsui
http://www.jackshainman.com/
http://www.jackshainman.com/


Africa, East Asia, and North America.” Anatsui is typical of these artists to the extent that his 
work is not only visually arresting but resonant with cultural meaning as well. Every one of those 
tiny pieces of metal that he uses means another bottle of hard liquor consumed, either in 
celebration or relaxation or perhaps something very different. Ask yourself what it means that 
an artist can build a whole career’s worth of work out of them and you begin to appreciate the 
seriousness of Anatsui’s work. 
We are fortunate indeed to have El Anatsui: Five Decades — and The School itself — on our 
doorstep, and it has come about because of local connections. Jack Shainman grew up in 
Williamstown, MA, and he harbors an abiding affection for our area. He has a home in 
Stuyvesant, NY where he can escape the pressures of the international art world, and it was 
while he was driving there in the summer of 2013 that he realized that Kinderhook’s former 
public school had fallen into disrepair and was for sale. 
What he did with the building deserves the lavish praise it has received. (The correspondent 
forWhitewall magazine described herself as “blown away.”) Working with the Spanish 
architect Antonio Jiménez Torrecillas,Shainman converted the classrooms, offices, gymnasium 
and cafeteria into a showing place for contemporary art that rivals not only other galleries, but 
any public museum in the country. 
And now you have the perfect opportunity to see it. Last year’s opening attracted something like 
a thousand visitors. This time around you are invited and the gallery will be providing 
transportation from New York City to Kinderhook. For more information on transportation, 
check the website. All the gallery asks is that you let them know you’re coming. 

“He has invited the world to come see 
Kinderhook.”  
A new showplace for contemporary art such as 
The School would be heralded anywhere, but the 
fact that it’s in the Village of Kinderhook seems to 
some in the area to be an unexpected gift from the 
art gods. 
“The School has put Kinderhook on the map in a 
way that was previously unimaginable,” says 
Renee Shur, the Village’s director of economic 
development. “Jack Shainman has an audience 

that’s world wide, and every time he promotes his gallery he’s also promoting the Village of 
Kinderhook. We want people to come here, see his artists’ work and what Kinderhook and the 
Hudson Valley have to offer.” 
Could anything be better? Only this: Shur reports that there’s been a mutual embrace between 
Shainman and the local community. 

http://www.antoniojimeneztorrecillas.com/
http://www.jackshainman.com/may17/


“He’s very concerned about the impact of what he’s doing and the concerns of the community. 
Last year (at the opening) he made a special effort to invite the locals to come and party. People 
from New York City were mingling with our community and it really worked.” 
And while Shainman turned a school into a spectacular gallery, he was sensitive to the school’s 
place in the town’s history. 
“A lot of people who went to school in that building still live here, and remember walking 
through the front door into the beautiful foyer, which is still as it was,” says Shur. “There have 
been dramatic changes but Shainman maintained respect for the history of the school. It’s an 
incredible example of adaptive reuse.” 

The School — First Anniversary Celebration 
Sunday, May 17, 1-4 p.m. 
25 Broad Street, Kinderhook, NY  
(212) 645-1701 
The event is free and open to the public. Please RSVP to: RSVP@jackshainman.com 

http://www.jackshainman.com/school/


El Anatsui Goes to School 
by Melissa Stern on May 21, 2015 

El Anatsui’s “Womb of Time” (2014) at The School (all images ©El Anatsui, and courtesy of the 
artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York, unless otherwise noted) 

KINDERHOOK, NY — The School, Jack Shainman’s splendid gallery in Kinderhook, NY, is 
about to blow its own roof off. The power of the El Anatsui retrospective there is palpable and 
deeply moving. The exhibition shows works reaching back from the 1970s to 2014. Included are 
works in clay, photography, drawings wood, and of course the large, changable sculptures made 
from discarded aluminum bands and bottle caps that have propelled Anatsui into the art world 
stratosphere. The inclusion of pieces made of clay and the works on paper are particularly 
revealing as they evidence the continuum of Anatsui’s aesthetic interests. 

But first a word about the building: In this exhibition, the installation in the former Martin Van 
Buren High School built in 1929 is an integral part of the experience. The gallery is a wonderful 
architectural marriage of stunning white spaces, lit by banks of surprisingly sympathetic 
fluorescent lights, and rooms that echo with the ghost of the building’s past. The architecture of 
the building is significant both in how the curatorial installation decisions that were made and to 
the experience of the artwork. Anatsui’s works arrive with very little installation instructions, so 
it is up to the discretion of the curator, who will decide how to bend and shape the pieces. They 
are forever mutable, and that is part of their power. Anatsui’s work is never static, always open 

http://hyperallergic.com/author/melissa-stern/
http://www.jackshainman.com/school/
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and willing to change. At The School, the building and 
Jack Shainman have become collaborators, if you will, 
in our perception of the works. 

An old girls bathroom on the second floor has been 
left, more or less in a state of elegant decay. Bits and 
pieces of pink paint remain on rough cement and 
plaster walls. Shades of grey, white, pink, and buff 
dominate the room. A solitary window allows natural 
light to flood the space. And hanging on one entire wall 
is a new El Anatsui piece made of old newspaper 

printing plates. Entitled “Metas I” (2014), the work has a new and subtle color palette. The work 
is mostly grey, in contrast to the very brightly colored works for which Anatsui is well known. The 
metal has been cut into small squares and threaded together with copper wire, the soft grey of 
the printing plates flecked with hits of color and bits of half recognizable words. The piece moves 
dimensionally, bent so that it both hugs and leaves the wall, existing as both a painting and 
sculpture. Deliberate open spaces in the hanging allow the pink, plaster, and cement wall to 
show through, becoming a part of the piece. The ways in which the wall colors and shapes relate 
to the artwork is both calculated and brilliant serendipity. The artwork and the wall dance 
together in genuine poetry. 

There are several other rooms in the gallery where this architecture of the past is a perfect 
complement to Anatsui’s work. The boys bathroom (the walls were once blue, of course) houses 
a single tall figure fabricated out of found metal and wood. Entitled “Lady In Frenzy” (1999), this 
striding figure has been caught as if by the flash of a camera as she runs from the room.  
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There is no disconnect here between the pieces 
installed in these un-renovated rooms and those 
installed in the pristine cool white spaces of the rest of 
the building. It all works. In the contemporary spaces, 
the ceramic and carved wood pieces create a different 
type of contrast with their surroundings.  

Anatsui’s newest pieces in the exhibition show him at a 
point of transcendence in his use of both the materials 
and ideas that have been a hallmark of his mature work. 
The aluminum and zinc newspaper printing plates have 
a dulled sheen to them. The metal has been fashioned 
into bent squares about two inches in size. This bent 
squares and their very subtle silver-grey allow light to 
define the sculptural forms of the Meta pieces more 

than in past work. They feel somewhat related to minimalist painting, the square patterning of the 
metal feels more regularly rhythmic than some of the earlier works. They are as much painting as 
sculpture. All of the pieces in the Metas series exhibit this highly refined and delicate sense of 
form and light. At the same time the very nature of their fabrication by hand and the eccentricity 
of the materials (found metal and copper wire) ties these pieces both to Anatsui’s entire body of 
work, but also to the traditions of materiality and handwork that tie him to his artistic roots in Africa. 



4 

In the new pieces in which Anatsui is using color and shiny metal, similar to his past works, the 
visual narrative feels fresh and new. “Ascension” (2014) and “Dissolving Dreams” (2014) 
hanging in the same room use gold and silver as their primary colors. There is a pleasingly sharp 
difference between the brilliance of the silver and the duller sheen of the gold. Using contrasting 
toned aluminum bands, Anatsui snakes the color through, creating deliberate, abstracted 
narratives.  

As always with Anatsui’s work, these pieces undulate on the wall, creating shadows, depth, and 
dimensionality that are always arresting. In addition to their visual beauty there is a pulse, a 
movement to Anatsui’s work. They feel very alive. The spaces between the art and the wall, the 
spaces between the art and the viewer, the floor, the ceiling are as important as the art itself. 
His willingness and desire to allow the curators and the spaces to to affect change to his artwork 
makes for passionate spatial relationships. The very bottom of “Stressed World” (2011) ever 
so gently brushes the floor, just a whisper of contact — it’s a casually graceful gesture 
that acknowledges the possibility of blurring the boundaries between art and the space it 
inhabits. 

One of the strengths of this show is that includes so many early and rarely seen pieces. Carved 
figurative works from the 1980s, like “Devotees”(1987)and “Group Photo”(1987) are reminders of 
where El Anatsui was artistically 30 years ago and adds depth to our understanding of the 
evolution of his work. These two carved wood pieces each consist of a group of abbreviated 
figures — each is an abstracted shape that reads as a torso and a second one that reads as a 
head. 

The ten individual figures that make up the piece “Devotees” (1987) are bunched tightly together, 
their bulbous heads morphing into long thick necks that rest on top of “shoulders.” Elegantly 
shaped wooden forms with very little detail, these are figures distilled to their visual essence. 
Facing in different directions, they all share eyes that have a vacant stare and slack mouths. 
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Anatsui’s comment, perhaps, on those who are unquestioning followers of a religion or political 
movement.  

“Group Photo” (1987) is a much larger group of figures, thirty-five in total. They are more varied 
and detailed in surface carving, and each is individualized, with facial expressions and carving on 
the torsos that identify them as the opposite of the “devotees.” Each is completely individual, and 
massed altogether they form a family or clan. The point is that although they are many, they never 
lose their identity in the group. In this exhibition the gallery has chosen, with the artist’s permission, 
to group them in niches that rise high up onto a stark white wall in the white-box section of the 
building. 

Both “Devotees” and “Group Photo” establish Anatsui’s 
early interest in the power of repetition and its 
relationship to the whole. The impressive continuum of 
Anatsui’s development is on full display, from a rhythmic 
cadence of wooden figures in the 1980s, to the 
increasingly more ambitious projects made of multi-
colored found metal in the 2000s, to the gorgeous 
tableau of silver-grey printing plates of his recent work. 
It is the marriage of rhythm, repetition, and constant 
evolution that informs not only individual pieces, but the 
body of Anatsui’s work as a whole. 

Locals refer to “The School,” Jack Shainman’s 30,000 
square foot gallery space as “The Museum.” After 

visiting the El Anatsui retrospective, I can fully understand why. The artworks and the space that 

El Anatsui's "Stressed World" (2011), Photo Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.
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seems to cradle and nurture them combine to delight the eye and challenge us in a way most 
unusual for a more conventional gallery space. 

El Anatsui: Five Decades at the Jack Shainman’s The School (25 Broad Street, Kinderhook, NY) 
continues until September 26.  

http://www.jackshainman.com/school/


Ghanaian artist El Anatsui weaves his 
magic in upstate New York 

ART / 19 MAY 2015 / BY BROOK MASON 

Jack Shainman's outpost gallery in upstate New York, The School, is currently playing host to the 
work of Ghanaian artist El Anatsui © El Anatsui. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman 
Gallery, New York 

The tiny hamlet of Kinderhook, New York - just a stone's throw from the mighty Hudson River - 
might seem an unlikely venue for the mesmerising sculptures of the internationally celebrated 
artist El Anatsui. But then Chelsea dealer Jack Shainman has long believed that this setting, where 
he runs another gallery, The School, is just the right spot to showcase El Anatsui's compelling 
work. 

'One reason El Anatsui's work is perfect for here is the sheer size of The School,' says Shainman, 
referring to his 30,000-square-foot gallery with its soaring twenty-four-foot ceilings. The building 
is a former school in a federal revival building on a leafy street. Just two hours from Chelsea, The 
School is in close proximity to The Clark Institute and Mass MoCA, as well as the Hessel Museum 
of Art at Bard College. 

'El Anatsui: Five Decades' is a comprehensive exhibition consisting of 40 works, marking the first 
anniversary of Shainman's new space. El Anatsui, who was recently awarded the Venice Biennale's 
highest honour, the Golden Lion for Lifetime achievement, is known for his assemblages, which 
make up part of the exhibition. Formed from hundreds of discarded liquor bottle lids and cans, 
they are considered wall installations, crossing the boundaries between sculpture and tapestry. 
Also on view are his ceramic and manganese works and his wooden sculptures, some dating from 

http://www.jackshainman.com/
http://www.wallpaper.com/art/all-the-worlds-futures-the-blazing-venice-biennale-packs-some-heat/8833


the 1970s. El Anatsui's distinctive artistry is his ability to create an entirely new vocabulary from 
simple materials that have been discarded. They speak of the environment, consumption and 
waste. 
 
'Beginning in the 1970s, when El Anatsui was creating pots that he broke into shards and 
reconstituted into sculptures, he was already addressing the notion of change and 
transformation,' says Chika Okeke-Agulu, who has served as the artist's assistant and taught 
alongside him at the University of Nigeria in Nsukka during the 70s. Now a Princeton University 
professor of art, Okeke-Agulu adds that El Anatsui has always seen his work as reflecting 
devastation and colonisation. Just as El Anatsui turned to a chainsaw as a carving tool, these early 
examples speak of other possibilities for his media and an entirely new approach to sculpture. 
 
One of the most astonishing aspects of this exhibition is witnessing, up close, El Anatsui's most 
immense works, such as 'Tiled Flower Garden' (2012), which snakes 30 feet along the floor. 
Equally fascinating is the vibrancy of his vibrant palette, with its yellows, silvers and oranges. 
 
'This gallery was a dream of mine and now I have a fitting environment to spotlight El Anatsui's 
monumental work,' says Shainman. 

http://chikaokeke-agulu.blogspot.com/


VERTISEMENT

Venice Biennale honours Africa's 'bottle­top artist' El Anatsui
By Manuel Toledo
BBC Africa, Venice

9 May 2015  Africa

El Anatsui has been described as "the most significant living African artist"

The Ghanaian sculptor El Anatsui, one of Afr ica's most influential artists, says he is
delighted to  be receiving the Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement at the Venice
Biennale.

"It's a good feeling to be recognised but at the same time it puts a lot of responsibility on one to
make sure that you live up to the award's expectations," he told BBC Africa.

http://www.bbc.com/weather/
http://www.bbc.com/sport/
http://www.bbc.com/news/world/africa
http://www.bbc.com/news
http://www.bbc.com/travel/
http://www.bbc.com/earth/
http://search.bbc.co.uk/search
http://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsuvE8LhiQny_Aub8wmA6nMXUVcXEB3GlvuEUNDRRXx5nKAh3ozFCexY-Wxl1TG6s-ZfwkF1NSm2S-gNbYFIQel5Xu5Vyb-rsgkO3sl-yqLZ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzFM6rrlBYaHt&adurl=http://ad.media6degrees.com/adserv/clk%3FtId%3D1709659399949744%7CcId%3D66381%7CexId%3D25%7Cbst%3D1994%7Cbms%3D2015411%7Cdos%3D1%7CsrcAppVersion%3D5.1.5%7CsecId%3D460%7CadType%3Diframe%7Cprice%3D25DE2A7AA9027E0E%7CinvId%3D29967%7CpubId%3D5808%7Cspsid%3D0%7CdIds%3DChEIFhINMWxrMW1ieGFpczNmdw%7Csp%3D0%7Cec%3D1%7Ccb%3D1431981678%7CmobileAdLocation%3Dhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.bbc.com%7CnotifyServer%3Dasd620.sd.pl.pvt%7CnotifyPort%3D8080%7CadvId%3D5386%7Cfps%3D1%7CspId%3D190910%7CtId%3D1709659399949744%7Cbdie%3D1lk1mbxais3fw%7CtpAuctId%3D61425febaed25bfb1328e76bb0fb6c3c0b98bb35%7CenvType%3DWEB%7Csps%3D0%7CtpInvId%3D2015411%7Cbid%3D1.87%7Cdc%3D1%7Cctrack%3Dhttps://www.blinkfitness.com%3Fdiscid%3DDST_OB_FreeTrial_728x90
http://www.bbc.co.uk/faqs/online/adverts_general
https://ssl.bbc.com/id/signin?ptrt=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.com%2Fnews%2Fworld-africa-32666521
http://www.bbc.com/news/
http://www.bbc.com/
http://www.bbc.com/accessibility/
http://shop.bbc.com/


"A Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement would tend to give the impression that one is at the end
of the road," he added, laughing.

"It means that there's a feeling that my practice is maybe at an end, which I don't think so."

The 70 year old, who works in Nigeria and Ghana, is getting the award at a ceremony on
Saturday on the recommendation of the curator of this year's exhibition, Okwui Enwezor.

One of his largest wall-hangings was displayed at London's Royal Academy

Mr Enwezor is the first African curator of the biennale in its 120-year history.

"El Anatsui is perhaps the most significant living African artist working on the continent today,"
the Nigerian wrote.

"The award for which I am recommending him is an important honour to an artist who has
contributed immensely to the recognition of contemporary African artists in the global arena."

'No role models'

El Anatsui was born in Anyako, Ghana, and trained at the College of Art, University of Science
and Technology, in the city of Kumasi.

"At the time I went to art school, any parent would think that his child is crazy if he chose of all
disciplines, of all professions, to do art because there wasn't anything like a role model or a
famous artist in the area that I grew up in."

He said that he decided to become a sculptor because he was already familiar with painting from
his secondary school days and wanted to try something new.



"I haven't regretted making that decision because I think that in sculpture you can subsume all
the other areas of art, like painting, because sculpture can also engage with colour."

As happened with many other African artists of his generation, the artistic training that he
received was primarily based on Western art schools.

"Through my art history course we didn't do anything about African art. In sculpture there was a
time that they brought somebody who was African, a practising sculptor… that was the first time
there was someone who was part of our culture," the artist pointed out.

Venice Biennale curator Okwui Enwezor says El Anatsui has raised the profile of African art

As a result, he decided to think more about his culture and started using local materials to create
his works.

Many of his early pieces included wooden trays used by market women.

Through them, he reflected on the use of traditional signs and symbols from the area where he
was living.

'Not recycled'

Later on he started using clay to make pots, according to him, "the most classical shape that the
medium clay can make".

"After clay I came back to wood again, this time exploring the symbolism of power."



He eventually decided to start experimenting with metal objects, such as cassava graters.

"When they were new they were gleaming, just like youth, and now they're old and they're
disused and left to rot away, and I decided that the best thing was to give them a new lease of
life and a new meaning."

El Anatsui used aluminium and copper wire for his piece Timespace

The rich texture shimmers and seems alive



He believes that when things have been used "they have acquired a lot of history and meaning,
and a lot of maybe spiritual energy, as well".

Several of his best known recent works ­ which have been displayed in galleries and museums
across the world ­ are huge tapestry-like installations made with bottle tops and deal with themes
such as power, migration and the environment.

But El Anatsui points out that his work is not about recycling.

"In fact, I object to people using the word recycle in connection with the way I use my materials
because my materials are not recycled, they are given a new life, they are transformed."

"The bottle caps are no longer going back as bottle caps; they are part of an art work and, being
part of an art work they have a higher status… a higher dimension."

El Anatsui's works

Venice Biennale
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With Anatsui’s Golden Lion Award, Africa
Rises
By Tajudeen Sowole on May 3, 2015

Again, Africa confirms its growing status on the global
space of visual arts as El Anatsui has been announced as
Winner of the Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement at the
56th Venice Biennale.

Two years ago, first timer, Angola, picked the Golden Lion
prize award for the best national pavilion courtesy of the
work titled ‘Luanda, Encyclopedic City’, a photography
composite by Edson Chagas.

Recall that the Sofía Hernández Chong Cuy-led five member
jury, which included Ali Subotnick, Bisi Silva, Jessica
Morgan and Francesco Manacorda, also awarded a Berlin,
Germany-based British artist, Tino Sehgal Golden Lion as

the best artist of the 55th Venice in 2013.

For Anatsui, it’s an individual recognition for lifetime effort. The awards ceremony, according to a press statement
from the organisers, will be held on Saturday May 9, 2015 at Ca’ Giustinian, the historic headquarters of la Biennale
di Venezia.

Based on recommendation from of the Curator of the 56th International Art Exhibition Okwui Enwezor, the Board of
Directors of la Biennale chaired by Paolo Baratta, agreed on the award.

Members of the 56th Venice Biennale jury include Naomi Beckwith (US), Sabine Breitwieser (Austria), Mario
Codognato (Italy), Ranjit Hoskote (India) and Yongwoo Lee (South Korea).

The recommendation states: “Born in 1944 in Anyako, Ghana, and based at the university town Nsukka in Nigeria
since 1975, El Anatsui is perhaps the most significant living African artist working on the continent today.

Tuesday 5 May 2015



The award for which I am recommending him is an important honor to an artist who has contributed immensely to
the recognition of contemporary African artists in the global arena.

It is also a worthy recognition of the originality of Anatsui’s artistic vision, his long-term commitment to formal
innovation, and his assertion through his work of the place of Africa’s artistic and cultural traditions in international
contemporary art.

The Golden Lion Award acknowledges not just his recent successes internationally, but also his artistic influence
amongst two generations of artists working in West Africa.

It is also an acknowledgment of the sustained, crucial work he has done as an artist, mentor and teacher for the
past forty-five years. “A graduate of the sculpture program of the acclaimed Kwame Nkrumah University of Science
and Technology, Kumasi, Anatsui’s career direction was determined not so much by the still neo- colonial 1960s
curriculum of the art school as by his identification with the progressive cultural politics championed by Ghanaian
and African cultural nationalists of the independence era.

Working with everyday objects on which he imbued philosophical and idiomatic signs, Anatsui’s earliest work
consisted of round wood reliefs inspired by trays used by Kumasi traders for displaying their wares.

On these trays he carved adinkra motifs and other designs and in the process was attracted to the dynamic
relationship between the rich symbolism and graphic power of adinkra signs.

Once aware of this possibility of simultaneous evocation of significant form and idea in adinkra, Anatsui, who in
1975 joined the faculty of the Fine and Applied Arts Department at the University of Nigeria, expanded his field of
artistic resources to other West African design and sign systems, and syllabaries, including Igbo Uli, Efik Nsibidi,
Bamun and Vai scripts. In time, he became a leading member of the famed Nsukka School presented at the
important art exhibition at the Smithsonian National Museum of African Art in 1997.

Today, Anatsui remains committed to the development of new artistic forms from African sources as well as from
materials available in his local environment.” Anatsui is picking the Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement Award in
the year of the Venice Biennale when Africa has more artists showing their works at the global event.

With All the World’s Futures, as the theme of the 56 th Venice Biennale art exhibition, about 35 black artists from
Africa, the U.S and Europe have been announced with nearly half of them based in Africa.

The 2015 Venice Biennale, which opens from May 9 with previews beginning May 6, and runs through November 22
has over 136 artists from 53 countries.

According to a press statement from the organisers, it will feature a space called The Arena, for performance in the
Central Pavilion designed by David Adjaye.

“The linchpin of this program will be the epic live reading of all three volumes of Karl Marx’s Das Kapital,” said
Enwezor.“Here, Das Kapital will serve as a kind of Oratorio that will be continuously read live, throughout the
exhibition’s seven months’ duration.”

Among several other features is what has been described as a new production of Vincenzo Bellini’s Norma (1831),
which will be staged at La Fenice Opera House and directed by Kara Walker.

Nigerian artists at the event include Karo Akpokiere, b..1981, lives and works in Lagos/ Berlin; Invisible Borders:
Trans-African Photographers, an artists’ organisation founded in 2011, based In Lagos, but led by Emeka Okereke, a
France-based photographer; Emeka Ogboh b. 1977, lives and works in Lagos/ Berlin.

They are however not exactly representing the country formally. Nigeria has never had a pavilion at the Venice
Biennale, a gathering regarded as the ‘Olympics of The Arts’. Artists from Africa showing at the event include John
Akomfrah, b.1957.

Ghana, lives and works In London; Kay Hassan, b.1956, South Africa, lives and works in Johannesburg; Samson
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Kambalu b. 1975 Malawi, Lives And Works In London; Gonçalo Mabunda, b. 1975, Mozambique, lives and works In
Maputo; Ibrahim Mahama, b.. 1987 Ghana, lives and works in Tamale; Abu Bakarr Mansaray, b. 1970, Sierra Leone,
lives and works in Freetown/The Netherlands; Wangechi Mutu, b. 1972, Kenya, lives and works in New York; Cheikh
Ndiaye, b. 1970 Senegal, lives and works in New York, Dakar And Lyon. Others are Joachim Schönfeldt, b. 1958,
South Africa, lives and works in Johannesburg; Massinissa Selmani, b. 1980 Algeria, lives and works in Algiers/Tours;
Fatou Kandé Sengho, b. 1971 Senegal, lives And works in Dakar; Sammy Baloji, b.. 1978 Democratic Republic Of
Congo, lives and works in Lubumbashi/Brussels.

Anatsui. An alumnus of the College of Art, Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology, Kumasi, Ghana,
El Anatsui (b. 1944) is one of the most exciting international contemporary artists of our time.

Throughout a distinguished forty-year career as both sculptor and teacher – he was Professor of Sculpture and
Departmental Head at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka – El Anatsui has addressed a vast range of social, political
and historical concerns, and embraced an equally diverse range of media and processes.

His sculptures have been collected by major international museums, from the British Museum, London to the
Centre Pompidou, Paris; the de Young Museum, San Francisco, USA; the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York;
Guggenheim, Abu Dhabi; Osaka Foundation of Culture, Osaka; Museum of Modern Art, New York and many other
prestigious institutions besides.

Under the banner “Anya Fulu Ugo”, the
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EL ANATSUI AWARDED THE 
GOLDEN LION FOR LIFETIME 
ACHIEVEMENT 
Ghanaian sculptor El Anatsui was awarded the Venice Biennale‘s highest honor last month, 
the Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement. Recommended for the award by this year’s Venice 
Biennale curator Okwui Enwezor, El Anatsui’s 40 year long career is marked by numerous 
international solo museum and gallery exhibitions that have garnered his work a significant 
following. 

The president of the administrative council of the Venice Biennale, Paolo Barattaexplained the 
significance of selecting El Anatsui’s for this award, “The Golden Lion rewards not only his recent 
international success, but also his artistic influence on two generations of artists in West Africa.” 

Today, El Anatsui’s monumental sculptures and wall reliefs are part of major museum collections, 
including the British Museum in London, the Centre Pompidou in Paris, the de Young 
Museum in San Francisco, the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, among others. 

It is timely that El Anatsui’s representing gallery, Jack Shainman Gallery, is hosting a 
retrospective exhibition of the artists work titled “El Anatsui: Five Decades” at The Schoolin 
Kinderhook, New York, during the Frieze New York this month. 

WHITEWALLER May 4, 2015 
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El Anatsui Honored with Golden Lion for 
Lifetime Achievement at Venice Biennale 

Sarah Cascone, Thursday, April 23, 2015 
 

 
El Anatsui. 

Photo: Moe Doiron, courtesy the Globe and Mail .  

When the 56th Venice Biennale opens in just over three week's time, the Golden 
Lion for Lifetime Achievement will go to Ghanaian artist El Anatsui, whose 
shimmering, chainmail-like wall relief sculptures, crafted from old liquor bottle caps 
pieced together with copper wire, became an international sensation following the 
2007 edition of the international art exhibit ion, curated by Robert Storr. 
 
El Anatsui was chosen by the Biennale's board of directors based on the 
recommendation of this year's curator, Okwui Enwezor (see Venice Biennale Curator 
Okwui Enwezor on "All the World's Futures," Karl Marx, and the Havana Biennial 
Boycott). 
 
In a statement announcing El Anatsui's selection, Paolo Baratta, the board's chair, 
called him "perhaps the most significant living African artist working on the 
continent today," noting that "the Golden Lion Award acknowledges not just his 
recent successes internationally, but also his artistic influence among two 
generations of artists working in West Africa. It is also an acknowledgment of the 
sustained, crucial work he has done as an artist, mentor and teacher for the past 45 
years." 
 
Susanne Ghez, former longtime executive director and chief curator of 
the Renaissance Society at the University of Chicago, will also be recognized with 
the Special Golden Lion for Services to the Arts. A statement announcing the award 
praised Ghez as “undeniably one of the most distinguished personalities in 
international contemporary art." She is currently an adjunct curator at the Art Institute 

http://www.labiennale.org/en/
http://www.artnet.com/artists/el-anatsui
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/okwui-enwezor-venice-biennale-karl-marx-havana-biennial-boycott-274420
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/okwui-enwezor-venice-biennale-karl-marx-havana-biennial-boycott-274420
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/okwui-enwezor-venice-biennale-karl-marx-havana-biennial-boycott-274420
http://www.jackshainman.com/artists/el-anatsui/
http://www.renaissancesociety.org/
http://www.artic.edu/


of Chicago. (See Plastics Mogul Stefan Edlis Donates $500 Million to Art Institute of 
Chicago.) 

 
El Anatsui,  In the World, But don't  know the World?  (2009), private col lect ion.  

Photo: Jonathan Greet,  courtesy October Gallery, London. 

Additional Golden Lion awards based on the work in the international exhibit ion, “All 
the World's Futures," curated by Enwezor (see The 2015 Venice Biennale List of 
Artists Is Out—See Our Exclusive), will be selected by a jury comprising Museum of 
Contemporary Art Chicago curator Naomi Beckwith, Museum der Moderne 
Salzburg director Sabine Breitwieser, 21er Haus Vienna chief curator Mario 
Codognato, writer and curator Ranjit Hoskote, and former Gwangju Biennale 
Foundation director Yongwoo Lee. 
 
El Anatsui is represented by London's October Gallery and New York'sJack 
Shainman Gallery, which hosted a solo show of his work late this past year (see El 
Anatsui's Exciting New Work Is Even More Majestic Than Ever), and is opening 
another El Anatsui survey at its year-old the School location in Kinderhook, New York 
(see Jack Shainman Sets May Opening for Massive Outpost in Upstate New York), 
on May 17. 
 
A retrospective on the artist, "Gravity and Grace: Monumental Works by El Anatsui," 
appeared at the Brooklyn Museum in 2013. In 2014 El Anatsui became the 
first honorary academician at London's Royal Academy from Africa (see El Anatsui, 
First African Artist Appointed at London's Royal Academy). 
 
The Golden Lion Award will be presented at a ceremony on May 9, 2015, the opening 
day of the 56th Venice Biennale.  
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Andrew McAllister, courtesy of the Akron
Art Museum.

A detailed look at a work called "Mask of
Humankind." These are the discarded liquor
bottle caps El Anatsui uses in some of his
work.

Stunning El Anatsui Exhibit On Display At Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego

Credit: Andrew McAllister, courtesy of the Akron Art Museum.

Above: An artwork called "Gravity and Grace" by African artist El Anatsui. It's made from discarded liquor bottle caps.

Monday, March 9, 2015

By Angela Carone

Artist El Anatsui likes to make art with items that have been thrown away.

It’s not recycling that interests him. It’s the idea that an item was touched by another human being. "Because then it comes with not only energy, but history and it
has a story," explained the 71-year-old African artist who splits his time between homes in Ghana and Nigeria.

"And I think the story has a way of continuing into the work."

He believes there is a human residue left on every day items. Offered as further proof, he cites the work of spiritual healers in Africa.

"Say somebody wants to have the love of another person. The healer you are consulting might ask you to bring
something that a fellow has used and with that he’ll be able to make a connection," Anatsui said. "So things that humans
have used have a spiritual energy in them."

In his most famous pieces, many of which are on view at the Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego's downtown
location, Anatsui uses discarded screw-top caps from liquor bottles – everything from whiskey, gin and rum. He flattens
and stretches the caps. Sometimes he uses the ring left on the bottle after the cap is twisted off. He wire stitches
thousands of the mutated caps together into massive wall tapestries.

Some pieces are as big as a movie screen in a large theater. And they take a long time to make. I asked him how long it
takes him, and he reminds me that he needs 30 assistants to help him.

"So if you’re working with 30 people, it takes two weeks to make a work. That means that one person making it is 30
times two weeks, which means it takes 60 weeks for one person to make one," Anatsui said.
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Andrew McAllister, courtesy of the Akron
Art Museum.

A hanging wall sculpture by African artist El
Anatsui. It's called "Black Block" and is
currently on view at the Museum of
Contemporary Art San Diego's downtown
location.

From Soy Sauce To Bullet Trains: Famed Japanese Designer Dies At 85 | February 9, 2015
It's 'Etsy,' Kenyan Style: Making Art Out Of Flip-Flops And Bottle Tops | July 11, 2014
How Atomic Particles Became The Smoking Gun In Wine Fraud Mystery | June 3, 2014

Joe Levack, courtesy of the
Akron Art Museum.

A work from 2010 called
"Wall," by artist El Anatsui,
whose work is on view at the
Museum of Contemporary Art
San Diego's downtown
location. This installation is
from the Akron Art Museum.

The bottle caps are different colors: gold, silver, reds and blues. Many have logos and crests with names like Liquor Headmaster or Duke Beverages. The caps also
reference the historic relationship between Europe and Africa, specifically the introduction of liquor to the continent.

"European traders brought items to Africa to trade with and this was one of the earliest items that was brought," Anatsui said.

The internationally acclaimed artist was born in a small fishing village in Ghana, the youngest of his father’s 32 children. His mother died when he was young, so
he moved in to a mission house in another town with his uncle, who was a Presbyterian minister.

It wasn’t until later that he was exposed to many of the indigenous traditions in his country, like weaving Kente cloth. He would see this kind of weaving when he
visited his hometown.

"In my hometown, almost everybody wove, because the place was a peninsula. And the main occupation was fishing, but
when the lagoons would dry up, they’d switch to weaving," Anatsui said.

Anatsui’s father and many of his brothers wove. But he says he was never interested in it. His wall sculptures resemble
glittering metal fabric. But he’s more interested in abstraction and ideas, than he is in the craft of weaving textiles.

"I have unconsciously come to textiles not as a technical process but as something which has meaning," Anatsui said.

The wall pieces can be manipulated to curve and fold. Most don’t hang straight. Unlike most artists, El Anatsui lets the
staff at each museum install the pieces in whatever way they want. He doesn't provide the staff with instructions on how
the works should look. That makes them change over time, he explained. They are not fixed works.

"Like David or Statue of Liberty, which is there for many centuries holding the torch," Anatsui said. "It's something I’ve
rebelled against. I want art to reflect the vicissitudes and changes that life confronts us with every day.

Life is not a fixed thing and I want my artworks to be things you can change."

"Gravity and Grace: Monumental Works by El Anatsui" will be on view through the end of June at the Museum of
Contemporary Art San Diego’s downtown location.

ANGELA CARONE, Cultural Enterprise Reporter | Contact angela-carone | Follow @acecarone on Twitter
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Art World Super Star: El Anatsui 
By Sehba Mohammad on October 29, 2014 
El Anatsui grew up in a small corner of Ghana, the son of a fisherman. Now he’s an art world super star 
with solo presentations at the Venice Bienniale, the oldest and most prestigious art biennial, and his work 
hangs in major collections around the world including the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and 
the British Museum in London. Anutsui is one of the most well-established contemporary African artist. 

 
El Anatsui’s Between Earth and Heaven, 2006 part of the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s collection. 
 
Anatsui infuses his cultural background into his artistic practices, in particular his childhood had a 
profound effect on his work. His father was a weaver of Kente cloth, made by combining strips of silk 
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and cotton fabric together. Anatsui uses a similar technique with a contemporary twist for his most iconic 
pieces. He uses bottle caps and foil wrappers from discarded liquor bottles, flattens them, and weaves 
them together with wire, creating massive shimmering tapestries, some up to 33-foot-long, in reds, 
yellows, silvers, and golds. His works create an illusion, the rich colors and metallic sheen that make 
them look sumptuous and luxurious even though they are created out of discarded metals. 

  
Earth’s Skin, 2007 by El Anatsui 
 
He discovered the bottles caps and foil by accident one day in 1998 when he was outside a distillery in 
Nsukka, a small city in Nigeria where he was teaching sculpture at the University of Nigeria. He liked the 
material not only because there was an abundance of it but because it had a layer of cultural symbolism. 
The caps and metal come from Nigerian brands of alcohol, namely Chairman, Dark Sailor, King 
Solomon, Makossa, and 007. Including them references the slave trade and the history of alcohol, 
introduced to Nigeria by Europeans. 

 
A detail of El Anatsui’s crushed bottle caps 
 
Not all of Anatsui’s pieces are made of metal, his earlier works are made of wood, which he shaped using 
power tools and chainsaws. He also made ceramic objects, pieced together from shattered traditional pots. 
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AO Art Observed™

New York – El Anatsui: “Trains of Thought” at Jack Shainman
Gallery Through November 15th, 2014

November 15th, 2014

El Anatsui, Yet Another Place (2014)

Building himself a uniquely personal technique in which he reforms cast-away materials such as bottle caps
and copper wire, El Anatsui has been orchestrating works that go against the definitions of any singular
medium and dimension.  Standing between a vague figuration and an expressive abstraction of bright colors,
the artist’s constructions from discarded materials resist to classification in any one form as sculpture,
installation or painting.

New York – El Anatsui: “Trains of Thought” at Jack Shainman Gallery Through November 15th, 2014
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El Anatsui, Ascension (2014)

Trains of Thought, Anatsui’s current show at Jack Shainman Gallery celebrates the artist’s return to the City a
year after his first New York exhibition at Brooklyn Museum, titled Gravity and Grace , and his concurring
High Line commission, Broken Bridge II. Filling inside the gallery space, the artist’s familiar materials
simultaneously recall a familiar buoyancy and a distant narrative from equally distant lands.

El Anatsui, Dissolving Dreams (2014)

Born in Ghana and raised in Nigeria, Anatsui is known for producing all of his works in his studio in Nsukka,
Nigeria with the aid of his many studio assistants, who gather these mundane everyday materials to transform
into the agents of his detailed structures.  Contrary to the ‘narrative‘ aspect of his technique, these materials
were once utilitarian objects used by anonymous people, and on Anatsui’s grandiose scale, the works manage
to avoid any imposed interpretation or theme.
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El Anatsui, Solar Eclipse (2014)

The works consist primarily of a copper framework, adorned with small pieces of printing plates and found
aluminum, creating striking forms in which a wide spectrum of tales, from desolate towns in Africa to tall rises
of New York, are conveyed.  Newspaper printing plates, with their primary purposes of carrying and delivering
data, adjust a statement on the validity of information and its position against the flow of time, taken outside of
the creative elements and linear assumptions of the utilitarian object.

Trains of Thoughts I, a spacious floor piece, captures the preeminent state of the exhibition. Countless pieces of
intricate materials hold onto distinct features, as their flaws and characteristics unite in a single bodies to
assemble voices from numerous spaces and ideologies.

The exhibition is on view through November 15th.

El Anatsui, Trains of Thoughts I (2014)

*All images are by Osman Can Yerebakan for Art Observed.
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One Man’s Trash: El Anatsui Remixes Refuse at Jack Shainman and
Mnuchin

By Emily Nathan | 10/27/14 2:09pm

El Anatsui, Stained Story, 2014. (Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery)

El Anatsui, contemporary art’s master of recycled scrap metal, never wears gloves. A habit of bare hands can
be worrisome for some artists, but for Mr. Anatsui, it’s downright dangerous: his works may resemble
glittering tapestries, but really they’re all barbs and sharp edges, a rough network of flattened and hammered
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El Anatsui, Another Place, 2014. (Courtesy of the artist
and Jack Shainman Gallery)

metal parts, hinged with copper wires into massive sheets of rippling armor.

“You develop a kind of relationship with the materials that you know how to touch them and they won’t cut
you,” Anatsui told us last week, fondling a net of twisted metal rings installed at Jack Shainman Gallery for his
current exhibition, “Trains of Thought.” The artist is perhaps best known here for his Brooklyn Museum
retrospective of 2013.

“You need to feel what you are doing—if you put on gloves you can’t feel,” he went on. “My assistants and me,
we work with bare hands.”

Born in Ghana in 1944, the artist moved to Nigeria after graduating from the University of Science and
Technology and quickly surged to the forefront of the Nsukka group, which is known for integrating the
traditional practice of uli design into contemporary art. Anatsui’s signature compositions embody his ongoing
exploration of non-fixed form, which he began in the mid 1990s with recycled wood panels arranged in
modifiable sequences.

“Their flexibility is one of the concepts that I have worked with—the idea of flexibility and freedom, to first of
all relate to each other in various ways, but also to shape themselves in ways that are not fixed,” the artist
said.

So, too, with his abstract metal works. They arrive at a gallery folded and piled in a small box. Where and how
they should be displayed—whether hung flat on the wall, bent, folded, tilted, or left free-standing on the floor—
is not specified, left instead to the discretion of art handlers.

“The first piece I did was actually hanging in the middle
of the studio like a curtain,” Anatsui recalled. “But I think
that galleries tend not to prioritize the space that you can
move around in. They all deal in walls, so I’ve noticed that
works I originally meant to be things that you move
around end up hung on the wall all the time.”

In the late 1990s, Anatsui moved to his scrap metals
works, inspired by the different types of metallic trash
that litters the Nigerian landscape. He was especially
attracted to aluminum liquor bottle caps, which he took
to be tokens of the brutal history of cross-cultural
exchange.

“I asked myself, how did bottle caps come along, because
they’re not a thing indigenous to West Africa,” the artist
explained. “So it didn’t take long to find out that, OK,
these things were brought in by Europe for trade by
barter, and as time went on they exchanged them for so
many things, including humans. Slaves were bought with drink and brought here, and they would produce
sugar cane used in more drinks to go to Europe and ship some back to Africa, to exchange for more. No
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Installation view of “El Anatsui” at Mnuchin Gallery.
(Courtesy of the artist and Mnuchin Gallery)

matter how you look at it, these caps are a strong link factor between continents and peoples.”

Site-specificity has not traditionally been part of Anatsui’s project—until now. Opening October 28 at Mnuchin
Gallery on the Upper East Side, a second exhibition organized by Sukanya Rajaratnam debuts a brand-new
series the artist made for the gallery’s historic, three-story townhouse.

The series, “Metas,” marks a departure from the color-
saturated bottle cap works he has been producing in
recent years. Instead, they are primarily monochromatic,
mostly featuring chalky expanses of white, silver, gold
and gray, turning in the light like the inside of an abalone
shell.

Meta II courses with serpentine waves that evoke a
Futurist deconstruction of human form and upstairs, the
sculptural Womb of Time is hung from the ceiling and
hovers just above the floor, like a seething nest shot
through with holes. There’s no bottle caps to hint at the
dark history of transatlantic trade winds, but the
evocation of his home continent is there.

“I think the process too is symbolic—the process of
linking the parts together, and linking them in a way
which is not fixed, in a way that the relationship can
change,” Anatsui reflected. “Like you can have a big

piece, and when you fold it, things that have fallen apart can come together and fall apart again.”

FILED UNDER: AFRICAN ART, EL ANATSUI, JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, MNUCHIN GALLERY, NIGERIA, UPPER EAST SIDE GALLERIES, WEST AFRICA
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In 1990, a man named El Anatsui was among the first batch of sub­Saharan Africans ever to present at the Venice Bienniale, the grand ball of 
the art world. By 2007, the Ghanaian artist was the beau of the very same ball, having transformed the end of the Bienniale's main hall, the 
Arsenale, into a corridor of disorienting light, beamed off the sort of ingenious piece that would become his calling card: a suspended sheet 
woven of flattened liquor bottle caps.

(/users/login/)

(http://www.huffingtonpost.com/arts)

Anatsui's new work looks familiar, but tackles fresh concerns.

The New York Times declared him a "global star (http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/10/arts/design/a­million­pieces-of-home-el-anatsui-
at­brooklyn­museum.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0)," one of a few African artists on which every critic in the Western world felt compelled to
make some kind of judgment. In Anatsui's case, the reviews tended to be as glittery as the work ­­ witness theb litz
(http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/01/arts/design/gravity-and-grace­by­el­anatsui­at­brooklyn­museum.html) surrounding his sweeping
retrospective last year at the Brooklyn Museum of Art, the launch of which prompted the Times anointment. His, after all, are beautiful
sculptures rich with innuendo, not only about the detrimental effects of colonization (European countries were the first to introduce, and reap
handsome profits from, the sale of liquor in parts of Africa ­­ a continent now plagued by alcoholism), but also in terms of environmental
concerns such as recycling and waste. Then there is the poetic commentary on the shiftiness of a work of art: Anatsui's are made with much
help from local workers, and draped according to the whims of each setting's curators.

But a new show overturns many of those expectations. One year later, Anatsui has picked a wholly unpredictable setting to debut a quietly
daring exhibit. "Metas (http://www.mnuchingallery.com/exhibitions/el­anatsui_1)," at the Mnuchin Gallery in Manhattan's Upper East
Side, might at first glance seem to present more of the same: Bottle caps? Check. A closer look, however, reveals an artist grappling with the
fixations of a different place and era than his own.



The legacy of abstract expressionist Carl Andre, who famously w orked in a grid pattern, is evident in several of Anatsui's new est pieces.

From a series of flattened steel plates to sculptures strung of caps of a single color, the works at Mnuchin represent an artistic "leap," says
Sukanya Rajaratnam, a partner at Mnuchin, who worked closely with Anatsui on the exhibit. The conversation begun in Venice is morphing
into "a more art historical dialogue," in Rajaratnam's assessment, one that loops in the voices of American minimalists like Donald Judd (the
subject of a recent exhibit (http://www.mnuchingallery.com/exhibitions/donald-judd) at Mnuchin), and 20th century European cubists.

http://www.mnuchingallery.com/exhibitions/donald-judd


Metas III, by El Anatsui, 2014. Courtesy Mnuchin Gallery.

What were once shimmering portals into African history are now experiments in form and line. Just as Pablo Picasso entered a blue period as
a way to explore the dimensions of a single color, Anatsui is "moving away from color into a grey palette," Rajaratnam points out. Pinned onto
the walls of Mnuchin ­­ an unconventional gallery space, set inside a townhouse ­­ these new bottle cap sculptures recall the oeuvre of artists
not typically associated with Anatsui. The clarity of geometry and color, the shocking simplicity of the work's direct placement onto the walls,
it all calls to mind the phenomenon of Kazimir Malevich, the Russian abstract expressionist who in 1915 stunned war­weary audiences with
the purity of the first totally non­representational painting in Western art, titled simply, Black Square (http://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-
publications/the-sublime/philip-shaw-kasimir-malevichs-black-square-r1141459). The subversion here is circumstantially different. Set
against the townhouse's innate decorum, Anatsui's sculptures seem vaguely revolutionary, the gallery version of a child's wild scrawls on the
walls of the wealthy parents' brand new home.

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/philip-shaw-kasimir-malevichs-black-square-r1141459


Womb of Time, by El Anatsui, 2014. Courtesy Mnuchin Gallery.

Disciples, by El Anatsui, 2014. Courtesy Mnuchin Gallery.

The historic townhouse is full of the sort of architectural details popular in romantic comedies set in New York City: high molding, a grand
rotunda, and an arched stairway curling up the building's three floors. Every piece was newly created for this space. According to Rajaratnam,
Anatsui welcomed the chance to design for a setting so different from any he'd shown in, where the simple fact of the juxtaposition of his work
inside creates drama.

javscript:void(0)
http://www.tumblr.com/share/link?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.huffingtonpost.com%2F2014%2F11%2F21%2Fel-anatsui-metas_n_6181798.html&name=El%20Anatsui,%20King%20Of%20Trash%20Art,%20Explores%20His%20Minimalist%20Side&description=
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?lang=en&text=Here%27s+What+Happens+When+The+King+Of+Trash+Art+Gets+His+Hands+On+A+Fancy+Manhattan+Townhouse+http%3A%2F%2Fhuff.to%2F1r4Mqqo
http://www.pinterest.com/pin/create/button/?media=http%3A%2F%2Fi.huffpost.com%2Fgen%2F2298640%2Fthumbs%2Fn-EL-ANATSUI-METAS-large570.jpg&description=El+Anatsui%2C+King+Of+Trash+Art%2C+Explores+His+Minimalist+Side&url=http%3A//www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/11/21/el-anatsui-metas_n_6181798.html
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http://reddit.com/submit?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.huffingtonpost.com%2F2014%2F11%2F21%2Fel-anatsui-metas_n_6181798.html&title=El%20Anatsui,%20King%20Of%20Trash%20Art,%20Explores%20His%20Minimalist%20Side
http://www.stumbleupon.com/submit?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.huffingtonpost.com%2F2014%2F11%2F21%2Fel-anatsui-metas_n_6181798.html&title=El%20Anatsui,%20King%20Of%20Trash%20Art,%20Explores%20His%20Minimalist%20Side


A few pieces span curved walls. One clings to the stairwell side, like sort of jewel­encrusted cobweb, creating what Rajaratnam calls an
"interface with the environment." Anatsui typically builds work that can be folded into a suitcase and shown anywhere, and this exhibit
reverses that notion. The work befits the space, and vice versa. "We are not a traditional white box," Rajaratnam says. "And El is not your
typical artist."

Metas is presented in collaboration with  the Jack Shainman Gallery, and runs th rough Dec. 13 at the Mnuchin Gallery.



Material
Splendor
A Conversation with

El Anatsui

Ozone layer, 2010. Aluminum and copper wire, detail of

installation at the Alte Nationalgalerie, Berlin. 
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Robert Preece: The reception of your work
has really taken off since I last spoke to you

in 2006. Some high-level decision-makers

called your installation the star of the show

at the 2007 Venice Biennale. How did you

feel about this? Did things change after

that, or are they not really that different?

El Anatsui: It was probably due to the fact
that I had almost a whole year to work on

these pieces, as opposed to when we were

invited to show at the 1990 Biennale in the

first Africa pavilion. Then, the invitation came

in at the last minute, so we had only two

rather hectic months to prepare. I didn’t

know that an artist could make several

appearances at this forum, but I longed for

a chance to go there again when I had

enough notice. I was pleasantly surprised

when I was invited by the curator of the

2007 show, who I later learned saw my work

at the Dakar Biennale a couple of years ear-

lier. This time, I was included in the interna-

tional segment of the Biennale. 

I also had another invitation for an out-

door piece in Venice. I immediately visited

the site to sit in the spaces and study and

feel their ambience. The space that I was

allocated in the Arsenale—two walls facing

each other at the far end of the hall—called

for a work consisting of two parts that “talked”

across the space in between. One work used

hard, geometric, masculine elements; and

the other used soft, organic feminine ele-

ments—all from different portions of bottle

caps. Together, they would make a conver-

sation between a male and a female form.

I am gratified that the pieces eventually

turned out to hold dialogues not only with

each other, but also with many viewers. With

more invitations and other such demands,

I’m increasingly spending more time inside

the studio and less time outside of it. My

studio timetable and space are, as a conse-

quence, getting choked up, calling for fresh

strategies. These are challenges I believe

that the Biennale set up.

RP: Do you feel you’ve changed as a result? 
EA: Personally, I feel that the pressure and demands have changed me from being a hardline
purist who believed in facing only one project at a time. Now, I’m increasingly forced by cir-

cumstances to line up and execute several projects simultaneously, and I’m beginning to

notice their tendency to symbiotically feed off of and positively catalyze each other.

RP: Ozone layer (2010), which was installed at the Alte Nationalgalerie in Berlin, is quite
spectacular. Was the entire work shipped from Nsukka? Was it easy to install? 

EA:What struck me on the site visit, apart from the museum being a venue for mostly older
forms of German nationalistic art, painting, and sculpture, was the strong gusty wind out-

side on the façade, where my piece was to be, with a little hiatus between it and the body

of the building. I had just been exploring open formats with the liquor-bottle caps, so I took

this opportunity to work not only with openness, but also with movement and, to some

extent, with sound. I thought that I should take advantage of the wind, which would rustle
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Ozone layer, 2010. Aluminum and copper wire,

view of installation at the Alte Nationalgalerie,

Berlin. 

Broken Bridge, 2012. Mixed media, rusted metal,

and reflective material, view of Paris Triennial

installation at the Palais de Tokyo.

BY ROBERT PREECE

When I first interviewed El Anatsui,

back in 2006, I was captivated by

his use of found materials, form, and

social context, but I consciously

steered away from critical and art

historical issues. To me, there was 

a more interesting story that acknowl -

edged the heart, particularly in the

haunting sculpture Visa Queue (1992).

Later, I was pleased to learn that

Anatsui had been included in the

main show of the 2007 Venice

Biennale (and floored to see a long

excerpt of my interview, which

was published in the July/August

2006 issue of Sculpture, on his

artist page in the catalogue).

During the Biennale, Anatsui’s

work received a great deal of attention. Since then, his visibility and the level of his opportunities have only

increased. He has exhibited numerous works across the United States and around the world, and his CV lists

more than 55 shows (some traveling to multiple venues), installations, group exhibitions, and biennials. The

most recent of these is “Gravity and Grace: Monumental Works by El Anatsui,” which originated at the Akron

Art Museum (2012) and then traveled to the Brooklyn Museum of Art (2013), the Des Moines Art Center (2013–

14), and the Bass Museum of Art in Miami (2014).

Above and detail: Dusasa I, 2007. Found aluminum and copper wire, 731.52 x 914.4 cm. View of work

as installed at the Venice Biennale, 2007.
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the work’s loosely attached elements. As opposed to the museum’s regionally

based collection, I wanted my work to engage with more global and contempo-

rary issues. Like most of my pieces, which are very labor intensive, Ozone layer

was fabricated in Nsukka with my assistants. The installation process called for

some ingenuity, which the team provided by taking the segments up, folded zigzag

and laid on a long ladder, and then attaching them by unraveling them from

“up downwards,” occasionally lifting them up to create folds as they descended.

In previous projects, we always moved from “down upwards” or lifted the whole

sheet up at one go. We learn from different approaches, and this, in turn, helps

us to determine what to pay attention to in subsequent fabrication processes.

RP: How about Broken Bridge (2012)?
EA: This work was installed on the façade of the Palais
de Tokyo, a museum of couture. The new element that I

introduced was the reflective sheet, the mirror. A handy

compliment and reference to fashion, the mirror also

effectively facilitates reflection, reviewing or looking

back—and around—at oneself without physically turning

to do so. The venue faced the iconic Eiffel Tower, and 

I wanted to appropriate its image into the work as the

identity or fashion signature of Paris. On clear days and

at night, when the lights flickered on the hour, its reflec-

tion was incorporated into the piece. 

RP: Could you explain Gli (Wall) (2010)? In particular, the
final room, which reminded me of a meditation space. 

EA: This work was created after my visits—within a month
or so—to three locations famed for their walls—Jeru -

salem, Berlin, and Notsie, which is an ancient walled

city in Togo, prominent in the migration history of my

people. After seeing these remnants of walls, or extant

walls, I began to think again about walls as manmade

objects to cordon off, sequester, or shut off others—ideas

that I had explored in earlier works. Working with a for-

mat that was more open than before, I wanted to revisit

the theme of transparency, which I think is what walls

eventually end up having or provoking. 

The space you are referring to was part of Gli’s presen-

tation at the Brooklyn Museum. I found this interesting

myself, because of how the curator and the installation

team attempted to interpret the function of walls: they

saw walls not as hiding or separating, but—because of

the curiosity that they engender—as making what is

behind them more visible. They can generate more trans -

parency than opacity or provide a veil through which

one sees—or filters—others.

I suspect that the space, a round-domed cupola, must

also have contributed to what you describe as the serene

or meditative nature of the installation. In Brooklyn,

they used the height of the space effectively, giving the

work a new, vertical orientation instead of the horizon-

tal one preferred at the other venues. This played with

the idea of imagination leaping over barriers and physi-

cally lifted one’s gaze up, like the experience one has on

entering a Gothic cathedral. 

RP: How did you go about making Uwa (2012)?

EA: By rolling the loose linear elements that make up
this piece, I felt at a particular point in the process that 

it had reached a kind of equilibrium. The resultant orb
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appeared to be simultaneously growing and

disintegrating. On the one hand, there was

something centrifugal and, on the other,

something centripetal about it. For a long

time, I have been interested in works with

flexible, multiple, and ambiguous readings,

works that can completely turn around in

meaning. Our private or collective worlds

appear to exhibit that appearance of devel-

oping and crumbling at the same time, or 

of not quite making sense.

RP: I understand that you were particularly
excited about your Parkett edition commis-

sion, Diaspora (2012). Could you tell me

about that?

EA: On a very light note, this is a play on the
word “diaspora” as it concerns my circum-

stances. It is erroneously taken for granted

that I have to be outside my continent to be

so characterized, but that is only one dimen -

sion of it. In effect, I am in a diaspora. It is a

word or concept that is hackneyed and grad-

ually losing its meaning or edge. With dis-

persals, admixtures, and intermingling across

the globe, it will soon be gone. And it will

sound strange for one to claim the source of

a specific place. 

Probably my real excitement with this

project is the opportunity it gave me to

examine images of my work on a miniature

scale after working mostly at a monumental

scale. And it also enabled me to look at the

possibilities of multiples, which I had started

to think about. It was a kind of Lilliputian

ideal/strategy with the potential of reaching

and engaging a larger audience on more

everyday terms. At the beginning of my

career, I had worked on such domestic-scale

pieces, which were able to engage with any-

body, not only aficionados.

RP: In a 2009 article in the New York Times,
you were asked if you felt satisfied by your

recent success. You’re quoted as saying “My

ambition is…to get better.” Could you explain?

EA: I do not think I can go beyond that idea
actually, as it encapsulates everything.

Robert Preece is a Contributing Editor for

Sculpture.
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Uwa, 2012. Found aluminum and copper wire, sphere: 30 in.

diameter; 172 x 77 in. overall.

Gli (Wall), 2010. Aluminum bottle caps and rings and copper

wire, view of work as installed at the Brooklyn Museum of Art,

2013. 

Above: Balkan, 2012. Aluminum and copper wire, 260 x 320 cm. Below: They finally broke the pot of wis-

dom, 2011. Found aluminum and copper wire, approx. 11.33 x 22.5 ft. 

Right: TSIATSIA—searching for connection, 2013.

Aluminum bottle caps, printing plates, roofing

sheets, and copper wire, view of installation at

the Royal Academy of Arts.



Lin, Ming. “Material World: Interview with El Anatsui.” Art Asia Pacific, 6 June 2014. Online:  
http://artasiapacific.com/Blog/MaterialWorldInterviewWithElAnatsui 

 

JUN 06 2014 

HONG KONG NIGERIA  

MATERIAL WORLD: INTERVIEW WITH EL ANATSUI 
BY MING LIN 

 
The artist in front of his work Affirmation (2014), which was specially commissioned for the inaugural exhibition at Axel 
Vervoordt Gallery in Hong Kong this past May.  

Sustainability is a catch phrase in today’s hyper-consumerist world. Similarly, terms such as 
recycling, re-using and up-cycling have been absorbed into both political and marketing rhetoric, to 
the point where their meaning seems even more obscure. With his scintillating textiles composed of 
bottle caps and other metal refuse, it is tempting to pin one of these coinages onto the work of 
Nigeria-based Ghanaian artist El Anatsui, but to do so would be to miss the point entirely. Selected 
as the inaugural artist to exhibit at Belgian gallery Axel Vervoordt’s Hong Kong debut this past May, 
several specially commissioned pieces by Anatsui undulated from floor to ceiling, transforming the 
former office space on the fifteenth floor of the Entertainment Building in Central, into a small richly-
hued arena. Rather than seeing each tapestry as an assemblage of disparate pieces, Anatsui urges 

http://artasiapacific.com/Countries/Almanac?country=16
http://artasiapacific.com/Countries/Almanac?country=16
http://artasiapacific.com/image_columns/0010/4896/anatsui_affirmation.jpg


Lin, Ming. “Material World: Interview with El Anatsui.” Art Asia Pacific, 6 June 2014. Online:  
http://artasiapacific.com/Blog/MaterialWorldInterviewWithElAnatsui 

the viewer instead to acknowledge their human provenance; many hands have gone into its 
production both during and after the creation of the art object. Speaking toArtAsiaPacific, the 70-
year-old artist explains that matter has meaning only after people have interacted with it. 

 
EL ANATSUI, Intimation, 2014, aluminum and copper wire, 261 × 332 cm. Courtesy Axel Vervoordt Gallery, Hong Kong. 

What’s really striking about your work is its use of recycled materials. 

It’s not recycled. 

What do you mean? 

Well, I don’t think I’m recycling, I’m repurposing—but actually I don’t even think it’s repurposing, it’s 
just the use of material. I don’t see the difference between my use of bottle caps and the use of 
wood. We have certain materials we call art materials and some that are not art materials, and if 
someone uses the latter then we say it’s “recycling.” But, I just don’t like this title because there’s 
something political about it. 

How did you first start working with these materials? 

By accident: I found them and then I sat with them for some time in the studio and then began to 
think about what to do with them and the idea came to start using them this way. I thought that if you 
put them together, then they have one voice and can say something useful. It was something that 
happened subconsciously. I wanted to work with materials that had been used, that people had put 
their hands on. After they have interacted with humans, materials have something else to offer. In 
fact I find it very difficult to work with materials that are straight from the source, it doesn’t appeal to 
me. When working with materials that have such history, the process has some kind of connective 
energy: the energy of all the people who have interacted with them. 

http://artasiapacific.com/image_columns/0010/4900/intimation.jpg
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EL ANATSUI, Revelation, 2014, aluminum and copper wire, 302 × 307 cm. Courtesy Axel Vervoordt Gallery, Hong Kong. 

 
Your engagement with textiles was inspired by your father, is that correct? 

My father was a fisherman. During the fishing season he fished and during the non-fishing season 
he wove. But that wasn’t what influenced me. Textiles didn’t influence me, or rather, I wasn’t 
interested in textile as a technique, but more as something that has meaning. My father wove and 
many of my brothers wove. But eventually what got me into textiles was thinking about “what textiles 
mean.” 

 Are there any other materials that you’ve come across lately that you are hoping to work with? 

I’ve worked with many used materials before. Originally I was working with wood that was timber 
fresh from the machine, but after some time, I stopped using this and started using wood from 
mortars. I worked with these for some time, I also used wood from windows, doors and other 
architectural supports. 

You’ve been based in Nigeria for many years. Would you be interested in working with materials 
from other places? 

Yes, any material from any part of the world interests me. 

“El Anatsui: Theory of Se” is on view at Axel Vervoordt Gallery through August 12, 2014. 

 

Ming Lin is assistant editor at ArtAsiaPacific. 
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Full metal façade 
 
May 24, 2013 
By Jane Ure-Smith 

 

 
                                                                                         El Anatsui with ‘Tsiatsia – Searching for Connection’ at the Royal Academy 

 
London’s Royal Academy has a new face for this year’s Summer Exhibition: a vast metallic wall 
sculpture by the Ghanaian artist El Anatsui. Unveiled last Monday, it covers the façade above the 
entrance, replacing the grey stonework and rank of sculpted worthies with a 25-by-15-metre curtain – 
predominantly gold and silver but erupting in places into contrasting patterns and textures and dotted 
with red, blue and yellow geometric shapes. 
 
“Tsiatsia – Searching for Connection” evokes the lustre of Byzantine mosaics and the luscious folds of 
Renaissance drapery, yet also the primary-colour clarity of a Mondrian or El Lissitzky painting. On 
Monday it shimmered quietly under a dull sky, in need of a burst of sunshine to set the reds and golds 
ablaze. 
 



Ure-Smith, Jane. “Full metal façade.” Financial Times, 24 May 2013. <http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/2/8d0c4e86-c2f4-11e2-bbbd-
00144feab7de.html>. 

Over the past decade Anatsui, 68, has become increasingly well known for his large-scale bottle-top 
“tapestries”. Earlier in his career he worked with clay, wood and printers’ plates, but always in one 
medium at a time. The surprise of this piece is that it’s mixed media, with oval pieces of printers’ plates 
and bits of aluminium roofing sheets, as well as those trademark bottle-tops. 
 
“Tsiatsia” has been 16 months in the making. In his studio in Nsukka, close to the campus of the 
University of Nigeria, where the artist taught for many years, 30 assistants have flattened thousands of 
bottle caps garnered from a local distillery and, using copper wire, “stitched” them together, first into 
small “blocks”, then later into the eight panels that make up the finished work, incorporating the 
printing plate and roofing sheet along the way. 
 
In many ways, though, the work was only “made” last weekend when the RA’s team, under the artist’s 
direction, began fixing it to the wall. Two weeks ago, en route to London via Ghana, Anatsui told me 
over a throaty line from Lagos that he had little idea what the finished product would look like: in his 
studio there was no way to replicate the 15-metre drop of the RA façade. “I’ve been working on the floor 
– and on the floor you don’t quite have a feel for what you are doing,” he laughed. 
 
“Tsiatsia” may be slightly smaller than “Broken Bridge II”, which currently graces New York’s High 
Line, but since 2007, when Anatsui stopped visitors to the Venice Biennale in their tracks with a 
hanging draped on the Palazzo Fortuny, his scale has become increasingly monumental. So a little 
guesswork is now a necessary part of the process. 
 
These days, the RA makes increasing use of the courtyard as an additional gallery space. Damien Hirst 
and the Chapman Brothers have had works installed as part of previous Summer Exhibitions but, for 
many, the idea of asking an African artist to provide the grand entrance piece to what is generally 
thought of as a somewhat quaint and very British institution will be a surprise – which is precisely what 
curator Edith Devaney intended. “It emphasises the fact that anyone from anywhere in the world is 
invited and encouraged to submit work,” she says. “It’s a short-cut to saying, ‘We’ve always been 
international.’ We want people to understand that more.” 
 
Anatsui is an adventurous artist. Throughout his career, he has experimented with new forms and 
materials, and behind the luxuriant folds of the bottle-top hangings or earlier wooden sculptures that he 
violently scored with a chainsaw, there is a message about colonial politics and Africa’s history. “I use 
medium and process to make a point,” he explains. “The most memorable ‘slashing’ I can think of is the 
Berlin conference of the 1880s where the continent was divided between the colonial powers. So when I 
am working with a process like slashing, I have in mind something which references the history of 
Africa. But I’m not going to show you a map. It’s abstract and medium-based.” 
 
The youngest child in a large Ghanaian family, Anatsui was raised by his uncle, a Presbyterian minister, 
his mother having died when he was a baby. On graduating from high school he embarked on a fine arts 
degree at the Kumasi University of Science and Technology – to the dismay of his relatives, who 
expected him to do medicine or engineering. He emerged well-versed in European art history, but 
intent on creating a new kind of African art for the post-colonial era. 
 
In 1975, he followed a former professor to the University of Nigeria, in Nsukka – and, without planning 
to, has stayed there ever since. But residencies abroad and worldwide commissions have kept him on 
the move. It is, he says, vital to his creativity. “It’s something to do with the mind travelling. If I stay 
maybe three months in Nsukka I see a change: the mind settles down. Then you need to move out 
again. Each time you come back with something of the other place.” 
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Anatsui was first prompted to work with bottle tops when he came upon a bag of them in the bush and 
took them back to his studio. “I kept looking at them, trying to figure out what they could be,” he says. 
“Eventually, I decided to flatten them out and secure them together into a sheet, but I didn’t quite get to 
the colour. If you see the first piece I did [“Woman’s Cloth” (2001), quickly acquired by the British 
Museum], my attention was just on form.” 
 
In the 1990s, Anatsui had been making sculpture from wood panels, which (to the irritation of at least 
one gallerist, who insisted there must be a “right” way) he said could be arranged in any order. He’d 
arrived at the notion of “non-fixed form” and the bottle-top works enabled him to take the idea further. 
“It was a form of sculpture that would hang free and could be reshaped at any time.” 
 
He continues to experiment. Recent works such as “Gli (Wall)” (2010) – on show currently in a 
retrospective of his work in Brooklyn – have seen him pack more and more formats (ways of folding the 
bottle-tops) into each sculpture. The RA commission has allowed him to play with other media and with 
colour – the bright roofing sheets take him beyond the limited palette of the bottle tops. 
 
“I have been doing some trials,” he says. “I might now try to bring together three or four of these 
elements that I have worked with solely in the past to see what dialogue they can generate.” As usual, 
Anatsui is moving on. Catch his progress at the Summer Exhibition – if possible on a day with sunshine. 
 
The Summer Exhibition is at the Royal Academy from June 10 to August 

18, www.royalacademy.org.uk 
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El Anatsui at the Royal Academy 

Art-world alchemy 
May 22nd 2013, 13:54 by E.B. 
 

 

THE insistent groan of an industrial cherry-picker made for an odd siren song at the Royal Academy 
of Art over the weekend. Casual strollers wandered into the plaza, their curiosity piqued by the small 
army of construction workers unfurling and hanging a tapestry-like artwork across the façade of the 
RA’s Burlington House. “It reminds me of Klimt,” said one bystander to his friend. 

Indeed, the piece—called “TSIATSIA – searching for a connection”—is luminous. Made especially for 
the RA and on view through August 18th, the 15 x 23 metre work is one of the largest ever created by 
El Anatsui, a contemporary artist based in Nigeria. In those fleeting moments when the sun emerges 
over London, the work looks as though it has been switched on. Yet closer inspection of the woven 
panels reveals that they are made entirely of rubbish. Sections that look like stones are made from 
used printing plates announcing births, deaths and weddings. Squares of vibrant colours come from 
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discarded roofing material. What glitters like gold from a distance is actually a chain-mail of 
flattened aluminium bottle-tops advertising cheap African liquor: Romatex, Castello, First Lady 
Brandy. 

“It’s almost alchemical,” observed Elizabeth Lalouschek of October Gallery, which represents Mr 
Anatsui. “He transforms ordinary objects into something extraordinary.” This is what makes Mr 
Anatsui’s work remarkable, even shocking: that something so beautiful can be made from the junk 
most people throw away, each object carrying the weight of a past life. This play on materials can feel 
loaded with cultural commentary, yet Mr Anatsui, who was born in Ghana in 1944, dislikes being 
pigeon-holed as an “African artist”. “People are free to have their own ideas,” he explained. 

Amid the mild anxiety of the artwork's two-day installation process—the droning cherry-pickers; the 
craned necks and folded arms of nervous gallerists and architects; the intrigued spectators, snapping 
photos on their phones—Mr Anatsui exuded a rare calm. A modest presence in jeans, trainers and a 
black windbreaker, he spent much of the time seated quietly on a chair in the middle of the plaza, 
occasionally taking pictures with his iPad. Ms Lalouschek was on hand to do his bidding, armed with 
a walkie-talkie. “Just push the material!” she told two men atop a cherry-picker. “Don’t worry, it’s 
strong.” 
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Mr Anatsui explained that his moment of fear came in the studio, when he was figuring out how the 
piece would work at this scale. Any concerns about the logistics of the installation evaporated 
Saturday morning, he said, when he saw two of the nine panels already up. He barely looked over 
when someone tripped over a swathe of the sculpted “fabric”, bending it out of shape. (“It’s really 
very robust,” reassured Gerard Houghton of the October Gallery.) 

A glittering tapestry made from bottle-tops? It was this jolt of disbelief that made Mr Anatsui the 
darling of the 2007 Venice Biennale, when he draped the front of the Palazzo Fortuny with his first 
large-scale outdoor sculpture. “Every year [at the Biennale] the art world is talking about something. 
That year it was his piece,” recalled Edith Devaney of the Royal Academy. Since then Mr Anatsui’s 
rise has been meteoric, with large-scale outdoor installations in Berlin, Paris and New York (along 
the High Line), and a solo show now on at the Brooklyn Museum of Art. Observing the crowd 
gathered at the RA, Zbyszek  Plocki, an architect and old friend, slapped Mr Anatsui’s back. “You’ve 
grown up in the world, sweetheart,” he said and laughed. 

The piece fronting the RA (“a dream come true,” said Ms Devaney) has been a year in the making, 
with not a few technical hurdles. The work itself arrived at the RA on Friday, the nine panels folded 
into unimpressive bundles weighing a surprisingly light 50 kilos each. “When I first saw it I thought 
‘what is this?’” said a grizzled construction worker to Mr Anatsui. “But I really like it,” he added and 
shook the artist’s hand. Mr Anatsui smiled graciously. 

After a Saturday spent hanging the piece, Sunday was devoted to creating a texture of ripples and 
folds. This, Mr Anatsui explained, adds an extra dimension to the work because the texture can never 
be replicated. "It's like life," he said, "it's not a fixed thing, but a matter of trial and error. You don't 
want a static form that stays flat. You want it to change each time." 

"TSIATSIA — searching for connection" will hang from the balustrade of Burlington 

House for the duration of the Royal Academy of Art's 245th Summer Exhibition, until 

August 18th 2013. The October Gallery in London is displaying two of El Anatsui's 

artworks as part of "Masters of the Transvangarde", a new exhibition that runs from 

May 23rd to August 3rd 2013. El Anatsui was profiled in Intelligent Life magazine in 

Winter 2009. 
 

http://www.royalacademy.org.uk/exhibitions/summer/
http://www.octobergallery.co.uk/exhibitions/2013mas/index.shtml
http://moreintelligentlife.com/content/paula-weideger/hes-tops
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SHOWS THAT MATTER: El Anatsui's Byzantine 
Bottle Cap Art at the Brooklyn Museum 
 

 
Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery; Photo by Andrew McAllister, courtesy the Akron Art Museum 

El Anatsui, "Gli (Wall)," 2010, aluminum and copper wire, installation at the Akron Art Museum 

by Alanna Martinez 
Published: February 11, 2013 

WHAT: “Gravity and Grace: Monumental Works by El Anatsui” 

WHEN: February 8 – August 4 

WHERE: Brooklyn Museum, Morris A. and Meyer Schapiro Wind and Iris and B. Gerald Cantor 
Gallery, 5th Floor, 200 Eastern Parkway, Brooklyn 

WHY THIS SHOW MATTERS: The Brooklyn Museum’s 5th floor gallery is bedecked in 
monumental tapestries, draped asymmetrically from the walls and spilling onto the floors like carpets of 
shimmering multi-colored jewels and precious metals. To the unfamiliar, Ghanaian artist El Anatsui’s 
sculptures way appear at first glance like opulent mosaics of Byzantine origin. But, upon further 
inspection, their repurposed, plastic, and commercial roots (actually comprised of bottle caps from a 

http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/exhibitions/el_anatsui/
http://www.blouinartinfo.com/sites/default/files/el_anatsui_gli_1.jpg
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distillery in Nsukka, milk tin lids, or wood strips) reveal the artwork's true intentions as layered 
commentary on cultural exchange, African crafts, and colonial consumerism. 

The show includes 30 site-specific artworks made of reclaimed metal and wood, 12 of which are his 
most recent creations. Anatsui’s practice is rooted in his completely unique and invented medium, a 
fusion of found object art and meticulous craft labor. The combination results in the mutable sculptural 
forms that comprise this exhibition – his first solo museum show in New York (he shows often with Jack 
Shainman Gallery). In addition, the flexible and transformable nature of the pieces, which dictates that 
there is no one way to display an individual work, give the pieces adaptable vitality. They contain 
multitudes. 

 
 
Courtesy the Artist and Jack Shainman Gallery; Photo by Andrew McAllister, courtesy Akron Art Museum 
 

 
 

Courtesy the Artist and Jack Shainman Gallery; Photo by Andrew McAllister, courtesy Akron Art Museum 

http://www.artinfo.com/galleryguide/285430/307653/home-overview
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African Baroque: The Sculpture of El Anatsui 
by david ebony 04/29/13 

Arguably Africa's most important and influential contemporary artist, El Anatsui is the subject of 
a spectacular retrospective at the Brooklyn Museum (through Aug. 4), his first New York 
museum solo. To coincide with "Gravity and Grace: Monumental Works by El Anatsui," Icarus 
Films recently released the hourlong documentary "Fold, Crumple, Crush: The Art of El Anatsui" 
on DVD. Directed by Susan Vogel, the founding director of New York's Museum for African Art, 
the film lacks much in the way of insight into the artist's private life. However, it provides a useful 
complement to the museum show and helps explicate the artist's studio practice as well as the 
technical intricacies and conceptual nuances of his work. 

 

 
VIEW SLIDESHOW El Anatsui, Earth's Skin, 2009, aluminum and copper wire, 177 by 394 inches. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman 

Gallery, New York. Photo Joe Levack, courtesy Akron Art Museum.  ; "Gravity and Grace: Monumental Works by El Anatsui," installation 

view.  ; 

The Ghanaian-born, Nigeria-based artist, 69, has been showing since the mid-1980s, starting 
with monumental abstracted figurative works in stone and concrete, often commissions for 
public spaces in Ghana and Nigeria, which are discussed in the film but absent from the 
museum exhibition. He hit his stride in the early 1990s with a series of modular abstract wood 
reliefs, which he began to show internationally. These medium-size, multi-panel wall-hung 
pieces are carved with elaborate patterns of geometric shapes, sometimes augmented with 
passages of colorful painted lines. Several strong examples are on view in the Brooklyn show, 
including Conspirators (1997), in which fragments of scrawled faces and figures appear 
interspersed among the geometric forms. 
 
Today, Anatsui is best known for enormous wall reliefs in metal, featuring a kind of glittering 
chainmail fabric made of thousands of found liquor bottle caps, tin can lids and other detritus, 
connected by bits of copper wire. He garnered worldwide acclaim for these sumptuous works 
with a major installation at the 2007 Venice Biennale exhibition curated by Robert Storr.  

 

Although predominantly silver or gold, some areas of these compositions contain passages of 
color in refined geometric patterns that correspond to traditional West African kente cloth. The 
expansive, opulent surfaces also relate to Color Field painting, à la Kenneth Noland and Jules 

http://www.artinamericamagazine.com/news-opinion/author/david-ebony/
http://www.artinamericamagazine.com/templates/view_media.php?id=20688&type=301&KeepThis=true&TB_iframe=true&height=514&width=917
http://www.artinamericamagazine.com/templates/view_media.php?id=20688&type=301&KeepThis=true&TB_iframe=true&height=514&width=917
http://www.artinamericamagazine.com/templates/view_media.php?id=20688&type=301&KeepThis=true&TB_iframe=true&height=514&width=917
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Olitski, and to certain forms of lyrical abstraction. In the type of metal used, specifically pieces 
from discarded liquor bottles, many critics have recognized in Anatsui's work a wry statement 
about social conditions such as joblessness and alcoholism in West Africa, as well as 
environmental concerns. 
 
This group of works is the focus of the exhibition as well as the film. El Anatsui arranges the 
metallic material in enormous compositions that cover the walls and sometimes spill onto the 
floor. Certain pieces in the current show, such as Red Block, from the Eli Broad collection, 
and Black Block, recently acquired by the Brooklyn Museum (both 2010), appear as gathered, 
billowing curtains protruding from the wall and cascading to the floor. Despite the simplicity of 
the ingredients, these two imposing monochrome pieces impart an almost architectonic sense 
of scale and structure, as well as an exhilarating Baroque theatricality. 
 
It takes a village to make these works. As evident in the film, El Anatusi employs some 25 
craftsmen from Nsukka, Nigeria, his hometown. (In the documentary, at least, no women appear 
in the studio.) The film reveals in detail the labor-intensive technique of cutting and pounding the 
metal bits, punching holes in the pieces and fixing them together in long strips or small patches 
in a variety of colors and patterns. Assistants and commentators describe the painstaking 
process on film. Painter and writer Alexi Worth, visiting Anatsui in Africa, accompanies him to a 
sprawling junk depot, where the artist buys the raw materials for his work and discusses his 
method of recycling refuse into fine art. 
 
Back at the studio, he creates his vast compositions on the floor, calling for various types of the 
metallic mesh to be pieced together by the assistants. Despite a rather laid-back stance, the 
artist acts as a film director, reconfiguring the compositions until he gets the right look. 
 
In each of the various venues, Anatsui installs the works differently, suggesting that the works 
are in a state of flux, which, in the artist's view, has broad implications. In the exhibition's 
catalogue, he says, "I believe that human life is not something which is cut and dried. It is 
something which is constantly in a state of change. So many years ago I was a toddler, and now 
I am old and gray-haired. If things were not so, I would have remained a toddler, and I want my 
artworks to replicate that experience." 
 
"Gravity and Grace: Monumental Works by El Anatsui" was organized by the Akron Art 
Museum, where it debuted June 17-Oct. 7, 2012. Fold, Crumple, Crush: The Art of El 
Anatsui, 53 minutes, 2011, directed by Susan Vogel, was released by Icarus Films on DVD and 
VOD on Apr. 9.   

 



INSIDE ART 

El Anatsui, in Brooklyn 
By CAROL VOGEL 
Published: April 25, 2013 

The Brooklyn Museum has been collecting African art since 1900. It was also the first 
American museum to present African objects as art rather than ethnographic data, and 
in 1923 it organized one of the largest exhibitions of African art anywhere. Right now its 
special exhibition is “Gravity and Grace: Monumental Works by El Anatsui,” devoted to 
Mr. Anatsui, the contemporary African artist known for his magical wall hangings 
fashioned from everyday materials. 

This week the museum announced that it has acquired “Black Block,” its first work by 
Mr. Anatsui. The two-panel wall hanging from 2010 is part of the show. “It’s one of his 
signature pieces,” said Eugenie Tsai, the museum’s curator of contemporary art. 

Unlike the colorful, shimmering wall hangings that Mr. Anatsui has become known for, 
“Black Block” is monochromatic. When the exhibition closes in August, “Black Block” 
will travel with the show to the Des Moines Art Center, the Bass Museum of Art in 
Miami Beach and the Museum of Contemporary Art in San Diego. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/v/carol_vogel/index.html
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ART REVIEW 

A Ghanaian Artist Goes Big 
‘Gravity and Grace,” by El Anatsui, at Brooklyn Museum 

 Chester Higgins Jr./The New York Times 

Bottle caps were used to help make “Gli,” a work by the Ghanaian artist El Anatsui. 

By KAREN ROSENBERG  
Published: February 28, 2013 

Lately the supersizing of galleries, and of the artworks therein, has been taken as a sign that the art world 
is losing touch with everything human. That need not be the case, as you can see in “Gravity and Grace: 
Monumental Works by El Anatsui,” the artist’s sumptuous midcareer survey at the Brooklyn Museum. 
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Mr. Anatsui’s wall hangings, majestic as they are, do not use scale as a cudgel. That’s true even of high-
profile works like his mural at the High Line and of the wall-spanning, rotunda-filling examples in the 
Brooklyn show. Only after you have marveled at their intricacy and versatility does the vastness hit you. 
It helps to know (as many people do, now that Mr. Anatsui is a global star) that these peaked, shimmering 
fields are made from folded, twisted and linked liquor-bottle caps, at studios in Ghana and Nigeria, and 
that they have as much to do with post-colonial poverty and strife as they do with opulence. 

These are formidable works, to be sure. But the intimidation factor is undercut by the artist’s signature 
material — a porous, voluminous, reflective, infinitely malleable, quicksilver cloth — and his open, 
collaborative approach to working with it. 

Organized by Ellen Rudolph for the Akron Art Museum and installed in Brooklyn by Kevin 
Dumouchelle, “Gravity and Grace” works on multiple levels. Its texts are pitched at the general public, but 
it has plenty to offer the professionals and connoisseurs who may have seen Mr. Anatsui’s works at the 
Venice Biennale or on regular visits to the Jack Shainman Gallery  in Chelsea. 

One of those offerings is a rare look at Mr. Anatsui’s early sculptures, smaller wood reliefs that are the 
genesis of the giant wall hangings (even if they don’t immediately look like it). Composed of parallel 
lengths of incised wood, they resemble picket fences but can be arranged in different formations; generally 
Mr. Anatsui leaves them open to interpretation by the curators who install them, as he does with his metal 
works. 

Here too are floor sculptures made from the lids of tins of evaporated milk, wired together into a glittery 
fabric. Made on the verge of Mr. Anatsui’s breakthrough with the liquor bottle tops, they show how 
perilously close he came to standard Post-Minimal “installationism” (multiplying a single common object 
without really transforming it). 

He could do (and has done) more with the liquor bottle caps and wrappers, which he stumbled on one day 
outside a distillery in Nsukka, Nigeria; the aluminum foil could be rolled into tubes, or folded into 
rosettes, or left in the round and crushed like soda cans. Those small pieces could be assembled into a 
chain, or a basket weave, or any number of other patterns. And unlike the milk-tin lids, the bottle tops 
come in different colors, mainly red, gold, black and yellow — a limited palette but one rich enough to 
evoke Byzantine mosaics and Klimt paintings. 

In one of several excerpts from a 2011 documentary by Susan Vogel, which are scattered throughout the 
exhibition, Mr. Anatsui pieces together a wall hanging from sheets of material brought to him by studio 
assistants. (They do the tedious work, the flattening and twisting and linking.) It’s a collaborative process 
— “the artist is not a dictator,” he has said — but there is no mistaking the painterly level of control as he 
requests specific colors and textures. 
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http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/exhibitions/el_anatsui/
http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibition137.html
http://www.susan-vogel.com/Susan-Vogel/Fold_Crumple_Crush.html
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Mr. Anatsui’s installation process is even more flexible, which is crucial to his art’s unassuming grandeur; 
curators may ruffle the surfaces of the wall hangings as they please, smoothing old wrinkles or developing 
new ones. You may fall in love with a piece in one show and not even recognize it on its next outing; a 
photograph of “Earth’s Skin” taken in Akron looked nothing like the version in Brooklyn. 

The point is that each of his works, however macro in scale, reveals itself as a series of micro-events. All 
along the nearly 33-foot-long expanse of the gloriously resplendent “Earth’s Skin” (2009), for instance, are 
folds and puckers and dents and gaps and little spikes of copper wire, details that pull you in close right 
away and keep you there. 

You might, on occasion, wonder whether these works even need to be so big. Mr. Anatsui seems to be 
wondering too; the latest pieces here (from 2010) are smaller, as were the more recent works in his winter 
show at Shainman. They look less like friezes and tapestries, but accrue richness in other ways: through 
the bustlelike draping of “Red Block” and “Black Block,” or the ombre shadings of “Amemo (Mask of 
Humankind).” 

I hope that Mr. Anatsui keeps working large, though, because he is not your typical trophy maker. Light, 
limber and accommodating, his art takes advantage of an expanded art world without making you feel 
small. 

“Gravity and Grace: Monumental Works by El Anatsui” runs through Aug. 4 at the Brooklyn Museum, 

200 Eastern Parkway, at Prospect Park; (718)638-5000, brooklynmuseum.org. 

A version of this review appeared in print on March 1, 2013, on page C26 of the New York edition with the headline: A Ghanaian Artist Goes 

Big. 
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ART IN REVIEW 

El Anatsui: ‘Pot of Wisdom’ 

 

                       COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK 

A work from “Pot of Wisdom,” EL Anatsui’s show at Jack Shainman Gallery. Pieces are made from discarded items. 

By ROBERTA SMITH 
Published: January 11, 2013 
 
Jack Shainman Gallery 
513 West 20th Street, Chelsea 
Through Jan. 19 
 

Making art with an eccentric material has its benefits and liabilities. It can indicate that an 
artist is thinking outside the box, but it can also become restrictive, a box in itself. That 
problem seems some way off for El Anatsui. For the past dozen years Mr. Anatsui, who lives 
and works in Nigeria, has made an international name for himself by fashioning 
shimmering tapestries from the discarded foil and wire of liquor-bottle tops and wrappers. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/v/carol_vogel/index.html
http://africa.si.edu/exhibits/gawu/index.html


His third solo show at Jack Shainman is his best yet. It confirms that while sticking with his 
signature material, Mr. Anatsui is departing more frequently from the grid structure that 
used to dominate or underlie most of his pieces. This has enabled him to expand his 
compositional vocabulary and his spatial effects considerably, and he has underscored these 
changes with a broader palette of colors. 

The resulting works are often smaller — less dependent on expansive scale and 
overwhelming resplendence to make an impression — as well as more diverse. In addition 
most are much more complicated pictorially and therefore function more like images, or 
paintings, than in his previous work. Sometimes there are suggestions of topographical 
maps, as in “Basin,” where scattered blues seem to drain out of a field of golds and reds 
toward a blue, riverlike line. 

The wonderfully dissonant “Visionary” has so many different patterns and colors that it 
resembles a crazy quilt. “Seed,” a radiantly yellow work, includes contrasting elements in 
red and black that suggest both gestation and of roots. “Ink Stain,” a splash of blue on gold, 
is perhaps a bit too literal, but still lovely. At nearly every turn the sense of Mr. Anatsui 
opening up his art is unmistakable and thrilling. 

A version of this review appeared in print on January 11, 2013, on page C37 of the New York edition with the headline: El 

Anatsui: ‘Pot of Wisdom’. 
 

http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibition137.html
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Reflections 
By HOLLAND COTTER, KEN JOHNSON, KAREN ROSENBERG and ROBERTA SMITH 
Published: January 3, 2013 
 

With New Year’s hoopla behind us, we begin to turn a corner on the season of long nights and short days. 
But there’s still a good stretch of darkness ahead, and New York City museums have their lights on bright. 

Illumination has been a subject and condition of art since prehistoric painters at the Lascaux caves 
positioned their images to catch the rays of the sun at winter solstice. Great classical cultures across the 
globe spun visions of the universe around the presence of solar and lunar deities. To designers of stained-
glass church windows in medieval Europe light was divine benevolence in sensible form. To the Muslim 
creators of lusterware in the Arab world radiance as a decorative property helped bind together the widely 
dispersed faithful. 

Painted dawns and sunsets carried spiritual, political and personal messages for Romantic landscape 
artists in America and Europe. Light was scientific data to the French Impressionists, the raw material of 
an optical sublime. In our own era, when art has no center or has centers everywhere, light as a medium 
has atomized into countless forms and meanings, from fluorescent tubes and video screens to glittering 
magpie-eye scraps and painted rainbows. 

With the prospect of considerable midwinter indoor time still to come, four art critics for The New York 
Times recently fanned out into museums in search of art that captured light, or referred to it, or generated 
it.  HOLLAND COTTER 
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                                           The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
"Between Earth and Heaven," by El Anatsui. 

 
‘BETWEEN EARTH AND HEAVEN’ BY EL ANATSUI, METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART 

 Born in Ghana in 1944 but long a part-time resident of Nigeria, Mr. Anatsui has for years made sculptures 
from castoff materials he finds around him: evaporated-milk cans, worn-down wooden mortars, discarded 
printing plates and, over the past several years, aluminum liquor bottle caps produced by Nigerian 
distilleries. 

Employing a small army of assistants he gathers thousands of these bottle tops and has them sorted by 
color, hammered into flat circles or strips and sewn together with copper wire into panel-like sheets. 
When enough sheets have been formed, he arranges them himself, like pieces of puzzles, into large, 
sometimes mural-size units to be hung in supple, draped, cascading swags on a wall, as in the 2006 
piece “Between Earth and Heaven,” on view in the African galleries at the Met. 

His stitching-together technique is similar to that found in traditional West African strip weaving, 
specifically in the making of Ghanaian kente cloth. The big physical difference is that Mr. Anatsui’s fabric, 
being metallic, glints and shimmers with reflected light. The effect is like the display of a great ceremonial 
textile that still carries the marks of sources in popular culture. 

Up close the colonial-sounding brand names of the original bottled spirits — Bull, Bakassi, Concord, 
Chairman, Chelsea, Canon, Dark Sailor — can still be seen printed on the flattened bottle tops. But those 
names are now subsumed into an African incandescence. So much for dark continents.  HOLLAND 

COTTER 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/2007.96


 

 

 
Ghanian artist who transforms bottle tops into 
masterpieces 
From Lianne Turner, CNN 
November 26, 2012  
 
 (CNN) -- It was a shimmering metal wall hanging fashioned from thousands of bottle tops that won El Anatsui 
international acclaim. 
 
During the Venice Biennale in 2007 the Ghanaian sculptor transformed the facade of a museum by draping one of 
his exquisite metal tapestries over the top of it, causing a sensation in the art world. 
 
Today, he is hot property, collected by the world's major museums and selling his rippling metal installations that 
nod to indigenous art for hundreds of thousands of dollars. 
 
His latest work goes on display this week at New York's High Line, an elevated park built on an old freight rail line in 
Manhattan. 
 



"Broken Bridge II" will be his largest installation yet -- a 37-foot-high sculpture made of recycled pressed tin and 
mirrors woven together with copper wire. 
 
"The idea of the mirrors is to bring in the landmarks of New York ... to celebrate the achievements of where the work 
is," he said. The Empire State Building is one building reflected in the sculpture. 

El Anatsui is known for his interest in indigenous art and use of materials that he finds locally -- like the whiskey 
bottle caps that he uses for his tapestries -- and he puts it down to his upbringing which was cut off from traditional 
Ghanian culture. 
 
He was born in the small town of Anyako in the Volta region of Ghana during British rule. The youngest of 32 
children (on his father's side), his mother died when he was a baby and he was brought up in a Presbyterian 
Mission House by his uncle, a Presbyterian Minister. 
 
"When you're living in a Mission House, you have everything there, you don't need to go out and therefore you don't 
know too much about indigenous society ... I was kind of isolated from it," he said. 
 
El Anatsui is known for his interest in indigenous art and use of materials that he finds locally -- like the whiskey 
bottle caps that he uses for his tapestries -- and he puts it down to his upbringing which was cut off from traditional 
Ghanian culture. 
 
He was born in the small town of Anyako in the Volta region of Ghana during British rule. The youngest of 32 
children (on his father's side), his mother died when he was a baby and he was brought up in a Presbyterian 
Mission House by his uncle, a Presbyterian Minister. 
 
"When you're living in a Mission House, you have everything there, you don't need to go out and therefore you don't 
know too much about indigenous society ... I was kind of isolated from it," he said. 
 
El Anatsui is known for his interest in indigenous art and use of materials that he finds locally -- like the whiskey 
bottle caps that he uses for his tapestries -- and he puts it down to his upbringing which was cut off from traditional 
Ghanian culture. 
 
He was born in the small town of Anyako in the Volta region of Ghana during British rule. The youngest of 32 
children (on his father's side), his mother died when he was a baby and he was brought up in a Presbyterian 
Mission House by his uncle, a Presbyterian Minister. 
 
"When you're living in a Mission House, you have everything there, you don't need to go out and therefore you don't 
know too much about indigenous society ... I was kind of isolated from it," he said. 
 
Even as a boy, he knew he wanted to be an artist: "I had a kind of calling." He went on to study Fine Arts at the 
University of Science and Technology in Kumasi, then an "unimaginable" thing to do. 
At that time, only a few years after Ghana achieved independence from the UK in 1957, the post-colonial hangover 
meant El Anatsui studied a British-style curriculum, only covering European art. 
 
He felt strongly that he wanted to know something about his own indigenous culture. 
"Having been estranged from it and exposed to art being produced in Europe and Asia, I was wondering why we 
didn't have art as well," he said. 
 
He remembers coming across a national cultural center in Kumasi and there began to discover Ghana's "very 
interesting art forms." They included "adrinka," a series of ideograms or graphic symbols that represent aphorisms. 
 
It reminded El Anatsui of the European quest in science during the Renaissance to use symbols to represent 
abstract concepts. 
 
The similarity gave him "quite a shock," and was the catalyst for his exploration of his native culture -- and his 
attempts to, as he puts it, "indigenize my consciousness." 
 



He started using materials from his local environment, recyclables like the bottle caps. "A lot of people call them 
waste, but to me they are not waste ...There are people who collect these things, smash them and make them into 
utensils like big cooking pots," he said. 

The bottle tops in his flowing, shimmering installations also have a deeper meaning. 

He says they are meant to act as a reminder that African slaves were exchanged for European liquor during the 
transatlantic slave trade. While the fluidity of the sculptures are meant to reflect the unsteady relationship between 
Europe, Africa and America. 

Despite the deep affinity El Anatsui has for homegrown African culture, he resists being called an African artist. 

"I don't know any (artist) who wants to be geographically categorized only. Artists want to be known only as artists," 
he says. 

He says that when the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York first acquired his art, it was for their African 
Galleries and only later for their Modern and Contemporary Art Galleries. 

This "raises so many questions as to what precisely I am -- am I an African artist or an artist?" he asks, adding it is 
high time museums "revisited their categorizations." He adds: "An artist in India is the same as an artist in Africa, 
Ghana, Japan or America." 

Another thing he doesn't want to be prescriptive about is how his work is hung in galleries. 

He sends his work out with no instructions leaving it up to the curators to decide how to install it. At first they are 
confused but eventually they discover "they themselves are also artists," he says. 

"It's a versatile form. I think an art form should be a replica of life itself -- life is not something which is cut and fixed -
- it is constantly changing." 



 

INSIDE ART 

Tin drapery for High Line 

 

Erik Lasalle, Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 

El Anatsui’s “Broken Bridge,” shown installed in Paris, will be on display at the High Line later this year. 

By  CAROL VOGEL
Published: July 26, 2012 
 
The High Line attracts nearly four million visitors a year, and it had 500,000 last month alone. It has become a 
phenomenon, not simply as a place to walk above the dense city streets and enjoy views of the Hudson River, 
but also as a serious art destination. Year by year its arts programming grows. Now it includes films and 
performances as well as projects by fine artists. 

A star in the fall lineup will be a site-specific installation by El Anatsui. This artist, who was born in Ghana and 
lives in Nigeria, is known for his shimmering, almost painterly tapestries fashioned from discarded bottle caps 
that are woven together with copper wire. On an outdoor wall adjacent to the park, between 21st and 22nd 
Streets, he will be creating “Broken Bridge,” a monumental drapery made from pressed tin and mirrors. 

“He hasn’t shown here much except in galleries,” said Cecilia Alemani, the curator and director of High Line 
Art. “We’re particularly excited because this piece is slightly different than others he has made in the past, since 
it includes mirrors that will reflect the surrounding landscape.” 

“Broken Bridge,” his first outdoor installation in the United States, is to be installed in early October and be on 
view through the spring of 2013. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/v/carol_vogel/index.html
http://www.thehighline.org/
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/27/arts/design/moma-replaces-one-with-another-pollock.html?pagewanted=all
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El Anatsui Wraps Entire Building Façade for Paris Triennial 
0 

 
 

As part of the third Paris Triennial, which opened in April and continues through late August, the Ghanaian, Nigeria-based 
sculptor El Anatsui — known for his rippling, quilt-like wall pieces made of aluminum tied together with copper wire — has wrapped 
an entire outer wall of the Galliera at the Musée de la Mode de la Ville de Paris in just such a metallic cloak marked with shiny and 
reflective patches. 
 

 
 

http://blogs.artinfo.com/artintheair/
http://www.latriennale.org/en/la-triennale-1
http://www.jackshainman.com/artist-images2.html
http://blogs.artinfo.com/artintheair/files/2012/06/anatsuiparis.jpg
http://blogs.artinfo.com/artintheair/files/2012/06/anatsuiparis2.jpg


The installation, “Broken Bridge” (2012), is one of two pieces that the leading African artist contributed to the sprawling 
exhibition, whose theme this year is “Intense Proximity.” Anatsui’s other featured work, “Tiled Flower Garden” (2012), is a 
large floor piece installed at the newly renovated Palais de Tokyo. 
 

 
 

The two Parisian installations are part of a big year of Anatsui, whose retrospective of large-scale pieces “Gravity and 
Grace: Monumental Works by El Anatsui,” has just opened at the Akron Art Museum, where it continues through 
October 7, by which time he will have opened an exhibition of new works at his New York gallery, Jack Shainman. 
 

— Benjamin Sutton 
(Photos by Erik Lasalle. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York) 
 

http://www.jackshainman.com/artist-image1331.html
http://www.artinfo.com/news/story/799456/will-pariss-revamped-palais-de-tokyo-lead-the-french-art-scene-back-into-the-spotlight
http://akronartmuseum.org/exhibitions/details.php?unid=2700
http://akronartmuseum.org/exhibitions/details.php?unid=2700
http://www.jackshainman.com/artist-biography2.html
http://blogs.artinfo.com/artintheair/files/2012/06/anatsuiparis3.jpg
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At the Clark, Social Commentary Made Beautiful  
 
By KAREN WILKIN  
Williamstown, Mass.  

What more unlikely combination than the most genial of the Impressionists, a pair of hip German 
photographers, an African superstar sculptor, and the Berkshire hills? Yet the current offerings at the Sterling 
and Francine Clark Art Institute, amid the rolling landscape here, include works by Camille Pissarro, 
photographs by Candida Höfer and Thomas Struth, and "tapestries" by El Anatsui. Don't assume a sympathetic 
connection between Impressionism and the rural setting; "Pissarro's People," organized by Richard R. Brettell 
for the Clark and the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, concentrates not on landscapes but on Pissarro's 
less-known images of family and friends, rural laborers, servants, crowds at street markets, and occasionally his 
own features. Since subject matter seems to have dictated choice, the result is the proverbial mixed bag, albeit 
an engaging and informative one, with rewarding high points that offset any lesser inclusions. 

The exhibition aims at presenting an unfamiliar side of Pissarro and also investigating his social philosophy and 
politics, as revealed by his images of people. Much is made of Pissarro's "outsider" status among his fellow 
Impressionists, as a Sephardic Jew born in 1830 to French parents on a Danish island in the Caribbean; (he died 
in Paris in 1903). Much is made, too, of his lifelong embrace of anarchism, and his friendships with radical 
political writers and theorists. We are encouraged to keep social theory in mind and think about images of 
domestic servants and rural workers in terms of the dignity of labor, the necessity of rest, and Pissarro's hope 
that one day everyone's time would be divided between productive work and restorative leisure. Views of 
bustling markets are not demonstrations of incipient capitalism, we learn, but rather of healthy exchange; 
Pissarro, we are reminded, sold his work, providing everything from commissioned paintings to multiple prints, 
at different prices, for different buyers. 

It's all thought-provoking and undoubtedly true—a series of tough-minded drawings, titled "Turpitudes 
Sociales" (social disgraces), were made as political instruction for two of his nieces—but the best works claim 
our attention for their aesthetic merit, not their political subtexts. Among them are affectionately observed 
images of Pissarro's wife and his children at various ages, including a touching group of a favorite daughter, 
whom he drew and painted repeatedly, ending with a wrenching lithograph of her on her death bed, age 11. 
Generally, the works on paper are more relaxed and more powerful than the paintings. A splendid pastel 
drawing of a peasant woman lying in the grass, c. 1880, has more vitality and visual weight than an 1882 canvas 
of the same subject. A group of rural markets, painted on paper, and related lithographs, made in the 1880s and 
'90s, are notably vigorous, with their all-over expanses of densely packed figures.  

Many works bear witness to Pissarro's close connections with his peers—there's a superb lithograph of Paul 
Cézanne in a strange hat—and with younger painters, such as Paul Gauguin, and Georges Seurat, for whom he 
seems to have been colleague, mentor and student, in what was usually a fruitful exchange, with the possible 
exception of some stiff, pointillist-inflected works whose red-blue-yellow palette makes you wish Pissarro 
hadn't paid attention to Seurat's advice.  

http://online.wsj.com/search/term.html?KEYWORDS=KAREN+WILKIN&bylinesearch=true�
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The most potent works in the show are the self-portraits, early and late, recording Pissarro's dispassionate 
scrutiny of his distinctive features, half hidden by his long patriarchal beard. In the last, painted the year of his 
death with dense, urgent stabs of pigment, he gazes steadily from behind glasses, white beard set off by a black 
coat and soft black hat. Behind him, a glimpse of Paris through a window. This fierce little painting is almost 
alone worth the trip to Williamstown. 

 
'Delta' (2010) by El Anatsui. Courtesy El Anatsui/Jack Shainman Gallery

Which is not to disparage the Clark's other summer exhibitions, organized by the museum itself. "Spaces: 
Photographs by Candida Höfer and Thomas Struth" presents two very different, austerely composed inquiries 
into the nature of public space and what we do there. Ms. Höfer's often elaborately decorated interiors—here 
libraries and research centers—are eerily unpopulated; we are made to focus on the geometry of the room and 
the particulars of its furnishings, so that the images become meditations on time, as much as on the character of 
place. Excerpts from Mr. Struth's series showing people in museums have special resonance, installed in close 
proximity to the Clark's permanent collection. We have passed through corridors hung with Gericaults and 
Corots en route to Mr. Struth's series about visitors in front of Velázquez's "Las Meninas," in the Prado. We 
view images of the viewers of a work of art (images that are themselves works of art), replicating, at several 
removes, the action that captured Mr. Struth's attention in the first place. As we ponder these layers of reality we 
realize that in at least one of Mr. Struth's crowds, no one looks at Velázquez's masterwork. 

  

Up the hill, three of the Ghanaian-born, Nigerian-based El Anatsui's metal tapestries enhance the galleries of the 
Clark's Stone Hill Center, designed by Tadao Ando. Laboriously linked together from the metal bands on liquor 
bottles, the supple, richly colored sheets evoke the brilliant patterns of traditional kente cloth, with a nod at 
colonialism, waste, recycling and other highly charged issues. Draped elegantly against the walls of Mr. Ando's 
well-proportioned galleries, El Anatsui's tapestries look beautiful. Period. We can read about the politics later. 

Ms. Wilkin writes about art for the Journal.  
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Community Fabric: El Anatsui at the Clark 
by Leigh Anne Miller 07/21/11 

The Ghanaian artist El Anatsui, who has lived, worked and taught sculpture in Nigeria since the 
mid-'70s, has shown his shimmering metallic tapestries all over the world. A small but luminous 
show of recent work is on view this summer and fall at the Sterling and Francine Clark Art 
Museum in Williamstown, Mass. In a conversation with the art historian Chika Okeke-Agulu 
printed in the exhibition catalogue, Anatsui discusses how his sculptures made from liquor bottle 
tops address African history: "The currency of drink happened to be used in paying for slaves 
which were brought to the Americas, where they produced the raw materials for more drink, 
which went back into Europe and then came back into Africa. So I think drink has a lot to do 
with the link between the three continents, that historical fact." 

 
Delta, 2010. found aluminum and copper wire. 15 ft. 3 in. x 11 ft. 3 in. Private collection. Courtesy of the artist and Jack 
Shainman Gallery, NY.; Intermittent Signals, 2009. found aluminum and copper wire. 11 ft. x 35 ft. The Broad Art 
Foundation, Santa Monica. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, NY. 

Before Anatsui began turning recycled liquor bottle tops into hanging textiles, he worked mostly 
with wood and clay. Initially, the wood had a round, irregular shape, like the trays market 
women used to display their wares. "When I finished school, my idea was that I should work 
with something that is indigenous to my locality," Anatsui explained as we wandered around 
Stone Hill, the Clark's Tadao Ando-designed annex that houses Anatsui's exhibition. "I 
discovered this intriguing body of signs and symbols that are printed onto fabric. Each of them is 
an encapsulation of an aphorism or a wise saying, some proverb. I would take the symbols and 
engrave them on the [wood from the] trees. I was using pyrography, using a hot rod to make 
imprints on wood. So that was how I started." After working with engraved wood trays, Anatsui 
moved on to clay. His "Broken Pots" series looked at destruction as a prerequisite for 
regeneration, "like how a seed has to rot before it sprouts." These are not included in the current 
showing. 
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Anatsui came back to wood, this time carving large hunks with a chainsaw. "I worked with that 
for probably the longest stretch, 10 to 15 years. When they are mounted, you see them as a unit. 
But you are able to change their sequence. If you bought it you can ignore the sequence and do it 
your own way. So the idea of work that changes in format, and then in meaning, was hinted at in 
this stage." 
 
Anatsui has worked out of a large, busy studio in Nsukka since the mid-'90s.  He typically 
employs 20–30 assistants who comb through bags of recycled African liquor bottle tops, 
attaching the flattened and folded metal bits with twists of copper wire. "They are not artists. I 
just get regular people and teach them how to work," Anatsui said. "Some have done two years, 
some up to four. These are young chaps who have finished high school and are studying for 
university exams. The competition is very tight, so they study for a few years, they stay with me 
and keep taking the exams." 
 
The recently opened Stone Hill has two main gallery spaces, each flooded with natural light. One 
houses a single work, Intermittent Signals (2009). Thirty-five feet long, it stretches from midway 
along the gallery's wall around a corner, pulling away, then sagging and bucking till the end 
droops onto the wood floor. 
 
Anatsui works with a surprising lack of site-specificity, and is not involved in installation. "I 
normally give the leeway or the freedom to the people to install it how they like; there is nothing 
specific about it. I want to have the element of surprise." 
 
The other two pieces in the show—Strips of the Earth's Skin (2008) and Delta (2010)—have a 
greater sense of movement. There are no open windows at Stone Hill, yet it feels like they are 
fluttering in a non-existent breeze. Strips of the Earth's Skin looks less like a tapestry and more 
like bits of frayed fabric drying on a clothesline. A mostly silver section weaves through the 
hanging swaths of red and yellow, anchoring them in place.  
 
By contrast, Delta is a flaglike hanging that falls almost to the floor. It's divided vertically into 
two main sections: a rippled, heavily textured pattern made up of thousands of tiny squares and 
whorls on the right, and a silvery background on the left, which is cut with diagonal strips and, in 
the upper left corner, a patch that looks like the worn-out knee of an old pair of pants. 
 
It seems impossible that the interlocking patterns that structure these pieces aren't planned or 
sketched out in advance. But Anatsui works intuitively, flattening and folding the malleable 
bottle tops into patches that look like chevrons or madras or vintage gum wrappers. "It's like 
doing a painting on a light scale. There's time to stop and say, bring me some yellow," he said. 
"Because of the slow nature of progress, I don't need to make preparatory drawings." It's 
certainly a far cry from working with a chainsaw. 
 
A touring retrospective, "El Anatsui: When I Last Wrote to You About Africa," is on view this 
fall at the Denver Art Museum, Sept. 2–Dec. 1. 
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El Anatsui 
DAVIS MUSEUM AND CULTURAL CENTER, WELLESLEY COLLEGE 
106 Central Street 
March 30–June 26 

 
El Anatsui, Akua's Surviving Children, 1996, wood and metal, dimensions variable. 

Ghanaian-born, Nigeria-based El Anatsui’s vast aluminous sheets of flattened, fastened liquor-bottle caps 

have become so recognizable that it may be surprising to recall they soared to super-visibility just two 

Venice Biennales ago. Binding mass commercial cast-offs into sensuous, spangled wholes, their hand-

recycled textures and kentelike designs variegated Venetian patinas (and the Arsenale’s own maritime-

industrial past) with the heterogeneous material histories of modern West Africa. Filling two floors of Rafael 

Moneo’s sunny cubic gallery, the US debut of Anatsui’s seminal touring retrospective dives deep past the 

artist’s culturally representative status and other ambassadorial shallows to illuminate four decades of rich, 

manifold graphic and sculptural work. 

Lineages and legacies preoccupy throughout. Resembling unearthed caches or hatcheries, ceramic and 

manganese sculptures like the cranial Chambers of Memory, 1977, and wriggly sprawl Imbroglio, 1979, fuse 

artifactual with organic forms. In Akua’s Surviving Children, 1996, a meditation on the Danish slave trade, 

singed driftwood logs become a jaggy procession of young and grown, uncannily lifelike though sea-tumbled 

and faceless. This poetics of salvage articulates tacit forms of community in the present, too, convened by 

labor or consumption. Wiring together milk-tin lids into gleaming, huddling pyramids, Peak Project, 1999, 

implies the common household reuse of the emptied tins themselves. With a wooden mortar used for palm-

oil extraction as its torso, Adinsibuli Stood Tall, 1995, resurrects a pummeled workstation. 

Collaborative work hours might be mistaken for alchemy in the nine marvelously varied, jangly yet billowing 

bottle-cap sculptures here, ranging from tiled to netlike in structure, diagrammatic to metaphoric in legibility, 

per sun-struck Oasis, 2008, splashed by bluish white, or baggy Stressed World, 2011. To be displayed 

however installers wish—like the artist’s inscribed, interchangeably paneled wooden wall tablets—they 

exemplify, and far from monopolize, the synergetic beauty and myriad longevities of Anatsui’s work.  

— Chinnie Ding 
 
All rights reserved. artforum.com is a registered trademark of Artforum International Magazine, New York, NY 
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http://artforum.com/guide/country=US&place=Boston&jump=3579#location3579
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El Anatsui’s shimmering echoes of a painful past  
Saturday October 2, 2010 - James Adams, Toronto  
 

 
Ghanaian visual artist El Anatsui and his work at Toronto's Royal Ontario Museum. —The Globe and Mail 

El Anatsui thinks it’s apt that Toronto’s Royal Ontario Museum is the premiere venue for a major 
retrospective of his work that will be touring North America over the next three years. 

Toronto, after all, was the first city the Ghana-born artist “came to when I travelled out of Africa 
for the first time,” he recalled during an interview earlier this week. That was in the summer of 
1978, when, as a 34-year-old aspiring sculptor and lecturer in the department of fine and 
applied arts at the University of Nigeria in Nssuka, he attended the 10th International Sculpture 
Conference at York University. 

The Toronto premiere – it is Anatsui’s first solo show in Canada, and features 60 pieces in 
various media – is something of a coup for the ROM. The retrospective, subtitled When I Last 
Wrote to You About Africa, was originally scheduled to open this year in the new Museum for 
African Art on Manhattan’s Fifth Avenue. But because that space is still under construction, the 
debut slot was offered to the ROM, where the museum’s Institute for Contemporary Culture had 
earlier expressed interest in being part of the Anatsui tour. 

Now 66, Anatsui has been a practising artist for more than four decades, much of that as a well-
known figure among the cognoscenti of contemporary African art. But his international profile 
has heightened considerably in the past eight years, thanks to his audacious foray into 



shimmering, highly colourful metallic 
tapestries, which he makes from liquor-bottle
caps and sleeves linked by cop

 
per wire. 

or 

Trained as a sculptor, Anatsui had long used 
“common” materials in his work, including 
wood, ceramics, even discarded lids from tins 
of evaporated milk. But the chance discovery 
in 2002 of a large bag of discarded caps f
bottles of whisky, schnapps, rum, gin and 

vodka – while Anatsui was walking near the southern Nigerian university – triggered what 
proved to be a fruitful, not to mention provocative, string of associations. 

As Anatsui has noted, alcohol was one of the first commodities “brought by [European traders] 
to exchange for goods in Africa.” Later, rum became a staple of the transatlantic slave trade – 
produced in the Caribbean from cane cut by slaves, bottled in England, shipped to Africa. 

Assembling the hangings is laborious. Anatsui uses several studio assistants to flatten 
thousands of aluminum caps and bottle sleeves – red, yellow, white, silver, brown, blue – which 
are then placed on the floor for Anatsui to arrange into one or more compositions. The resulting 
work can be large – a 2009 hanging, Three Continents, on view at the ROM, is almost five 
metres long and 2.5 metres wide – but surprisingly curtain-ish in weight and amazingly 
malleable. 

Anatsui acknowledges that “the colour of the bottle caps happens to be the colour of certain 
fabrics common to my part of the world … But I’m not interested in fabric per se. It’s the format 
or the form of the cloth: that it’s free, that you can put it on a wall, squeeze it into a small ball, 
drape it on the floor, anything. 

“When I initially started working on these,” he laughs, “my favourite way of photographing them 
was to put them on hedges, like cloth drying.” 

Western eyes will “read” elements of Arte Povera, Frank Stella, Robert Rauschenberg, Donald 
Judd, even Gustav Klimt into Anatsui’s constructions. Anatsui, who has travelled extensively in 
Europe and the United States, readily acknowledges “the visual similarity.” He stresses, 
however, that the congruence is very much “a matter of coincidence. My intention was born in 
Africa; I am going on a path completely without reference [to Western antecedents or 
influences]. 

“It has,” he adds, “something to do with my belief that life is not a cut-and-dried phenomenon, 
that it’s something which is constantly in a state of flux, that my search has been toward a form 
that captures this.”  

El Anatsui: When I Last Wrote to You About Africa opens today and continues through Jan. 2. The ROM 
has purchased, for its permanent collection, Straying Continents, a new Anatsui wall piece that measures 
12 by five metres. It will be unveiled today. www.rom.on.ca; 416-586-8000. 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/arts/el-anatsuis-work-up-close/article1737979/?from=1737964�
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