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Performance & Persona, 1992-2007

HASSAN MUSA

About ‘Artafricanism’ and about Art, 1992
is excerpt, the artist’s translation, is from the brochure that accompanied Hassan
TMusa’s graphic ceremony, Cena Africana II/African Last Supper II at the School of
Oriental and African Studies, London, on 7 August 1992. It was published in Seven
Stories about Modern Art in Africa (1995: p241).

What remains of an art work
When ‘exhibited’?

What remains of a work
When explained?

What remains of a work
When achieved?

What remains of art

Once crossed one’s mind?

I am searching for a mark
A living, mobile, breathing mark
A mark which runs the risk of hazard

And those of premeditation.

I am searching the way

Out of the old, well-beaconed labyrinth
Of the exhibition.

I think the traditional, ceremonial setting out of the art exhibition loses the sense
of the art work, suggesting that the work of art is finally closed. In itself, the exhibition
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is a mere means of communication that could be enticed from its original purpose to be
a field of creation, where artists are quoted rather than exhibited.

I consider myself as a creator (an African?) involved in research. What I find in
graphic research is the result of deliberate work rather than a hereditary gift or some
sort of tradition that runs through generations and ages.

Of courseIam concerned with our traditionalarts, butinno way would Ineglect other
traditions nor would I distain what the contemporary world is offering me everyday.

In 1990, while I was presentinga ceremony in France, some friends asked me whether
it was ‘African art.’ No, this is not African art and I won't pretend to be a spokesman for
the continent. My ceremony is merely an attempt to communicate the part of graphic
work which is not transmissible through exhibition: its mobile and instantaneous aspect
comes out of the unknown, the moment when the decision is taken, to be or not to be.

No, it is not African art.

Art is too fragile to support the burden of African underdevelopment...

...There is no more African art except in the Western museums. There is no more
African art except in tourism, and [there are] no more Africans except in international
human AIDs!

What Africans are producingnow in Africais not ‘Africanart. Itisjustart produced

by people who consider themselves as partners in a world they invent every moment...

Ten Tips on how not to become an African artist

Hassan Musa prepared this text in Arabic and French to complement his graphic ceremony
during African Artists: Schools, Studios and Society, which took 23-24 September 1995 as
part of africa95. The text was printed in three languages in the symposium brochure; English
translation by Pat Jenner.

1. Don't trust historians!

History didn't start in prehistoric times. History has always been around. There never
was a new blank page that historians turn over to mark the Break. There never was a
Break with a past constructed with illusions of the present. The Avant-Garde always
ends up by becoming a rearguard for the ranks that follow them.

2. Don't believe everything they tell you about History!

History—just like Art, women, religions and statistics—interests men only to the extent
that they can demark its boundaries so that they can occupy the infinity of time and
space, shutting out others. Colonial and neo-colonial Europe insist on imposing their own

History on us, as if it was the History of Everything and the means to keep us outside.

3. Stop thinking that you are ‘Other’ just because that’s what others see!

You are what you think you are because, as things are, being ‘Other’ means being excluded
just because your ancestors have a history that differs from the Official History, the
would-be Universal History. These days, having a ‘different’ history means not having
one at allk, especially when the Official History is that of the masters.
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4. No need to rewrite History they’ve already done it for you!

This will just make you even more of an outsider, someone who's only worth a ‘sub-history’
or ‘counter-history’! What should you do? Grab this ready-made history just like the
Italians in the fourteenth century claimed Antiquity in the name of the Renaissance and
just like the socialist thinkers in the nineteenth century took over the Christian heritage
in the name of humanism. Of course you'll have to be clever to take over late-20th century
humanism weakened by contemporary ‘exclusivism’. If humanism is to have a fresh chance
you will need to find allies who will give up charity in favour of justice and who agree

that we need to be partners if we are all to survive.

5. Stop looking at the ground to find your roots every time the issue of identity
comes up!
You're a person, not a vegetable! You're standing on the tarmac of Babel and you can

speak all its tongues!

6. Cross the border whenever you're near it!
You won't be more of a foreigner on the other side than you were on ‘your’ side.

Don't bother trying to get a visa—they’ll never give you one! Knock down the
doors, make false papers, bribe the customs men ... That’s another ‘African’ art that
Europeans don’t know: the art of survival.  Who knows, maybe one day you'll be able to

cross the border between the outsiders and those who belong.

7. Don't bite the charitable hand that feeds you—eat it!
It will only give you crumbs in any case. Charity has become a business with the aim of

making exclusion part of the New International Order.

8.Don't lose yourself in black moods—or moods in any other colour!

Don't trust people of colour, that’s to say, any people who focus just on the colour of their
skin or those of other people. It’s very hard to see a ‘black soul’ in a dark room, especially
if it isn't there! Nobody knows exactly the colour of the African’s ‘black soul! (Not even
black Africans themselves!) Souls don't really have a colour: they take on the colour that

is given to them or that they give themselves.

9. Don’t trust any maps you haven’t drawn yourself!
Your route may not be marked on them. Maps are drawn to mark out land that has already
been conquered for investors, tourists and the Peacekeeping Forces of the United Nations.

So, learn to explore your surroundings first and draw your maps later!

10. Don't be afraid to ask stupid questions!

They might turn out to be existential questions, like:
+Who invented ‘Africans’?
+Could Michael Jackson turn black again if he wanted to?
+What's the identity of the African identity?
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+Who made Mowgli wear pants in the film of The Jungle Book?

+What's the reason for the current interest in contemporary African Art?
+What is the life expectancy of a work of art?

+Why are you still reading these questions?

Performance: Who invented Africans? 24.09.95

The performance at SOAS during the conference, African Artists: Schools, Studios and
Society, was silent; the following report was prepared by Elsbeth Court in conjunction with

Sajid Rizvi:

During the 1995 symposium, Hassan Musa’s graphic ceremony, Who invented
Africans? preceded the final panel session, ‘At Home and Abroad. It set
the tempo for consideration of the complexities involved in the professional
growth of modern artists who like himself were growing up during the early
decades of national independence. The Chair, Salah Hassan, introduced
Musa as “the most dynamic Sudanese artist,” referring to the scope of his
critical practice as a maker and intellectual. Salah explained, “In his graphic
ceremonies, Musa is interested in two things: (1) to deconstruct the idea
of the exhibit which he sees as incomplete, as just one possible medium to
transmit or communicate artwork; (2) to demystify the artistic process as
a creative process in itself, in which an artwork can continue with endless
possibilities of going on and on.” (24.9.95). In line with these aims, for our
symposium, the artist created two specific documents which can enhance
audience understanding of his practice: his parody “Ten Tips... (above) and
a sketch plan for the sequence of his performance, published herein for the
first time. [Figures 1.1-1.5]

In complete silence for some ten minutes, Hassan Musa carried out a graphic
choreography on the theme of “Who invented Africans’ and, by extension,
who constructed ‘African art.” Musa performed his art on a hanging white
cloth that was folded in half and pleated in its upper quarter. He wrote the
title in black—in English—across the opening of the fold [Figure 1.1] and
vigorously traced over the writing for emphasis. [Figure 1.2] Then he opened
the fold, splitting the title and leaving the upper section with marks and
the lower section without them. He drew long, calligraphic, gestural lines
from the letter fragments, obliterating any sense of wordage. [Figure 1.3]
Gradually, his line-making became denser and more painterly [Figure 1.4];
he stroked until a rectangle emerged that pulsed like a black colour field
abstraction [Figure 1.5].

After that—and not in his sketch plan—Musa’s movements changed from
marking to folding. He folded the cloth smaller and smaller until it was
a neat, black parcel: a portable art product which was reminiscent of a
grigri, a charm. Finally, following the discussion, in an unintended but
nonetheless ironic finale, Musa presented his grigri to Jeff Donaldson, an
American Modernist painter and professor from Washington, DC. It was
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Figures 1.1-1.5 Sketches of Musa’s SOAS performance, 24 Sept 1995
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Figure 2 Hassan Musa’s WAG performance, 27 September 1995. Photo: Stephen Williams
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a deeply ironic act because, for some twenty years, Donaldson pursued the
project AfriCobra: African Commune of Bad Relevant Artists—a pun on
COBRA, the Copenhagen-Brussels-Amsterdam post-W W II movement of
expressionist artists such as Asger Jorn and Ernest Mancoba. AfriCobra
was a notable, Black platform which showcased a ‘transafrican aesthetic
vision’ (Donaldson, ‘AfriCobra and the TransAtlantic Connection,” Seven
Stories about Modern Art in Africa (1995: pp249-251). Such appropriation
and homogenization of cultural production had initially stimulated Musa’s
critical curiosity which he was to develop in his ‘artafricanism’ project. In
this performance, he transformed his critique into a parcel—a metaphor for
the external wrapping or tying up ‘African art—and passed the parcel to a
leading advocate of Afrocentric aesthetics!

Discussion during the Symposium, 24.09.95
The following text is based on transcriptions of the discussion on the first day of the symposium
and edited by Elsbeth Court:

AAEA-f9.indd 143

The physical conditions of performing in a cramped space on a small podium
contributed to the atmosphere of tension and suspense during Musa’s
ceremony. Both the silence and the immediacy of artistic activity made a
striking contrast to most of the Symposium programme which adhered to
the conventional format of presentation with images. An indicator of the
strong effect of Musa's approach was the extensive discussion it provoked
immediately following his act and throughout the panel, ‘At Home and
Abroad.” Comments addressed two levels: the performance itself and its
theme, “‘Who invented Africans?’ Below are selected comments about the
performance, including how it embodied the theme, while more general
debates concerning the ‘idea of Africa’ and the ‘construction of African art’
are found elsewhere including the Introduction.

Musalocated performative artin terms of how it supplements the structure of
exhibitions because “with an exhibition you cannot communicate everything you
want to say ...[some] problems are unless you exhibit you are not recognized
as an artist and that the exhibition [gallery] is a marketplace —you must
make a product that sells, must sell your product.” “... I am trying to transmit
something that is not transmittable through exhibition.” Then, he explained
his process of working; he stressed kinesthesia, the perception or sensing of
motion through the body in which drawing is a form of dance—calligraphic
choreography. He also stressed the immediacy of process work, how one mark
or action suggests the next one and so on, and how this additive method
allows for organic development and surprises.

Capturing the mood of many in the audience, a leading Zambian sculptor,
Flinto Chandia confided, “...when you painted the cloth black, I was a little
confused. But now I understand the problem with exhibiting a work in a
museum/gallery... thatitwould be impossible to continue... to put something
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on the work ... I come, like many artists, from the community and I want
to add something to your piece—can we continue where you have left off?
Can we share it?” To which, Musa replied, “Yes, just go ahead!”

Elizabeth Orchardson-Mazrui, a professor and artist from Nairobi, Kenya,
posited, “Musa has illustrated that you cannot place art in a particular time
period: you are at this moment, he has expressed himself, he is using a certain
vocabulary that is himself ...for me, this [registers] the whole problem we
are trying to come to terms with. ...leading us back to the art in question,
in which the artist has his freedom to be able to express himself as he sees
—his expression at that moment.”

Thediscussionalso considered the formal qualities of the support— ‘canvas'—
and use of colour. Musa noted, “Before painting, when the canvas was white,
there were endless possibilities.” He reminded the audience that his supports
are usually printed textiles, “To make a painting, I often use machine-printed
textiles [with patterns of vegetables, fruit, motor cycles] for the ‘canvas™. He
also uses patchwork supports, which he sews himself. During the process
of painting on these lively surfaces, he incorporates complementary albeit
ironic and usually humorous imagery.

Returning to the performance, an unnamed person questioned, “Is this black
canvas operating on a metaphysical level?” Musa replied, “I started from
white. I could have started with black cloth, the support is never empty, I
mean you never start from nothing, you start from something. ...I started
with an absolute [white] viewpoint and ended with absolute blackness. It is
the cover, the beauty is in between. ... I have done it under the black, it’s in
between the black and white.”

Several more comments linked the performance with its subject matter. Jeff
Donaldson opined,

“Well, I think that first of all we must recognize the fact that thisis rearguard
Abstract Expressionism ... You never heard of Ad Rhinehart or Franz Klein.
They did this in the 1940s. My point is—this is just as beautiful to me as
it was when you had the calligraphy there or when it was white. There are
beautiful things here: I can write a whole essay on how wonderfully you have
wrinkled that fabric. I mean what's the point? I don’t getit?” Salah Hassan
interjected the point was that “contemporary African art had transgressed
American Abstract Expressionism.”

During the panel ‘At Home & Abroad,” Professor Pitika Ntuli continued
the debate about who constructed African art. “I wanted to respond very
strongly. I mean the idea of Africa being an idea is a wrong idea. ...evidence
of sharing cultures & histories, the whole linguistic thing... little nuances of
these are here... There are common histories that actually were in a sense
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welded together.” He questioned the point of “entering again into Eurocentric
binary opposition. ... Let us not get stuck into the track of whether or not
you are an African, let us look for those middle spaces—the between—which
we saw in the painting that Musa actually created.”

EC recalls the parcel/object was presented to Jeff Donaldson because he was our
designated photographer; no other photos were taken and, unfortunately, we
(Musa, Hassan, Court) never received Jeff’s prints. Salah Hassan last saw the
object ‘Who invented Africans?” in 1998 when it was exhibited at the Jobnson
Gallery, Cornell University. Since then, Jeff Donaldson has passed away (2004)
and the fate of the parcel reamins unknown. This was confirmed by his daughter
who reported she had searched her father’s art collection without luck, though,
as a parcel, it could have been stored elsewhere (EC personal communication,

29.05.08).

Text: Oui ainventé les africaines?’ ‘Who invented Africans?’ 2002
Musa wrote about his experience of africa95 in an essay for the French journal Les Temps
Modernes, August-November 2002, (numbers 620-621), pp61-100. The excerpt below offers

a taster of his provocative questioning of identity issues and constructions of African art which

he terms ‘artafricanism.” The translation is by E Yang, courtesy of the American journal of

contemporary African art Nka (from ppl-3).

On Calligraphy: Correspondence between Hassan Musa and Elsbeth Court

AAEA-f9.indd 145

This was ‘africa95’. There I met a great many Africans, artists, writers, art
historians and exhibition curators. I even met some American and British
blacks who were wondering about the authenticity, the ‘African-ness’, of north
Africans... whose work was being shown in London in the same exhibitions.
What a funny discussion we had! On the one hand, there were two black
artists, one of whom had been born in and had lived his whole life in London;
the other...an American. And then, there I was. Someone who feels at the
same time Arab, African and Western. According to my interlocutors,
north Africans would be seen as foreign on the African continent since they
came from somewhere else! This recalls a debate that fed a diplomatic crisis
between Nigeria and Senegal concerning attendance at the Festac in 1976
[concerning the participation of north Africans which was supported by the

1

Nigerian organisers]....

“...each person carries ‘his’ own African culture.”

usa and Court have ongoing, if occasional, exchange about drawing and calligraphy.
Following the exhibitions Sudan Past and Present (British Museum, 2004) and
Africa Remix (Hayward Gallery, 2005), both of which showcased works by Musa.

Court asked him for a written response to these questions:

“(1) When does Arabic writing become Calligraphy? (2) Is it accurate to understand that
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calligraphy makes use of Arabic marks in building a graphic vocabulary for re-presentation,
to make images? (3) I recall, you are self-taught in calligraphy, which you learned purposefully
(when an adult) as an aspect of ‘Sudanism’ and more general Islamic culture, but also for the
formal purpose of enbancing your mark-making. Is this accurate? (4) Regarding the development
of your practice, I also recall that you refer to your ‘Chinese origins’. Please explain further.”

Responses to questions 1-3 were received by e-mail during April, 2005 and question 4 on
25.11.05, with additional editing by the correspondents in 2008. Musa sometimes addresses
the universal aspects of calligraphy and at other times he addresses its personal and cultural

specificities. He calls the maker “a writer” not “an artist”.

1. Handwriting—in general—becomes calligraphy when a writer intends to make
calligraphy out of his written marks. Calligraphy is a question of desire. The motivation
to make a well-written sign situates a writer in an attitude for research that is aesthetic
and open-minded, in which he can create a sign that is aesthetically ‘better’. Such a sign
aims to attract, even seduce, the viewer’s gaze.

To make a “better’ sign, a writer must cultivate the material aspects of his practice.
These are:

+Understanding the potential of his writing tools, that there is a special relationship
between these tools and writing;

+Knowing how to handle these tools in relation to his body. Writing is a corporal
activity that involves a kind of applied choreography that is designed to realize a specific
graphic order;

+Anawareness of the possibility of making pictures with cursive marks. Remembering
the ancient pre-alphabet system of pictographs, in which a picture stands for an idea,
writing is one way—among others—of making pictures.

Within this perspective all personal writing has calligraphic potential, and may be a
conscious, aesthetic ambition. But, ‘all personal writing’ does not become calligraphy out
of a personal desire. Calligraphy also is a question of power, political power. The holders
of political power need calligraphy for efficient readability, to carry out their actions and
directives. In this connection between aesthetics and politics, the State selects a type of
calligraphy that seems more efficient to bear the political charge of the image they expect
others—the people—to receive. With universal education, it is the State that decides the
type of calligraphy to be applied in the national educational system.

2.Linksbetween calligraphy and writing. I think thelinks between calligraphy and writing
are both simple and complex. Calligraphy, as a graphic practice, can be independent from
writing, although its historical evolution is related to the function of beautiful writing.
Basically, a calligrapher invents a specific graphic coherence to produce and communicate
a visual meaning—an image — while a writer uses an already existing graphic system to
produce and communicate a literary meaning—a text. If the writer’s intention is only
to produce a readable text, then he is not concerned with image making, even if his
beautiful marks suggest an image. On the other hand, the calligrapher may produce a
text while inventing his graphic image could be indifferent to its literary meaning. I

have two examples.
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The great calligrapher Ibn Moqla (886-939) wrote the text for a peace convention
between Muslim and Byzantine states. The Byzantine courtiers so admired his elegant
graphic work that they regularly exhibited Ibn Mogqla’s text as a work of fine art to a
Byzantine audience who were notliterate in Arabic writing. Never the less, they appreciated
viewing the calligraphic image in the Arabic document.

In 1994, the French couturier Karl Lagerfeld designed a collection of ‘robes
de soirée’ (evening dresses) for the fashion house Chanel. Some of the gowns were
embroidered with Arabic calligraphy. The designer could ‘read’ the fine visual image in
the calligraphy but did not understand Arabic writing which it transpired were verses
from the Koran. The American magazine Newsweek (31.01.94) reported that Lagerfield
had to destroy the whole collection with Arabic calligraphy after he was threatened by
Muslim fundamentalists from Indonesia. In this particular situation, it is important to
note that the Asian Muslims usually read Koranic texts in their own language while
the Arabic text appears in a double line, as a visual illustration. I think that both the
French designer and his Indonesian Islamists dealt with the Arabic writing as a visual
representation of Allah.

If calligraphy could be independent from handwriting, handwriting may suggest
calligraphy to the ‘gazer’ or ‘le regardeur’ as Marcel Duchamp would put it —although not
the writer’s intention. This is where graphology extends the definition of calligraphy to
include all types of handwriting as images: writing is an image of the writer’s personality,
even if the writer is indifferent to image making. The grapho-logic approach posits all
personal handwriting has the possibility to be unique calligraphy. Thus, the official
calligraphic writing becomes one possible way, among others, of organizing the writing

marks.

3. Self-taught calligraphy. My engagement with Arabic calligraphy, about age 13, is
related to my experience of working on Assalam, the mural newspaper at my intermediate
school. (Assalam is peace in Arabic.) Students pinned their news reports on the school
wall, and T used to write the title in an ‘artistic’ way—although I was unconscious of doing
calligraphy. To me, it was just drawing. In secondary school, I was good enough to earn
money by decorating cars and buses or by writing commercial signs, thanks to Sambo,
our neighbour who ran an automobile workshop. By the time I arrived at the School of
Art at Khartoum Polytechnic (1970), I was aware that Arabic calligraphy was celebrated
as an element of Sudanese cultural identity. Indeed, at the School, it was almost the
official theory of Sudanese art. Ibrahim el Salahi and Ahmed Shibrain and their students
were proud to utilize calligraphy for all occasions. However, the political situation of the
1970s in Sudan pushed our generation against those ‘Khartoumists” and the political
authority that supported them. We were politically and artistically incompatible. While
these conditions made me suspicious about the identity discourse associated with Arabic
calligraphy, I never interrupted my practical interrogation and research of calligraphy,
whether Arabic, Latin or Chinese. I think researching Chinese calligraphy helped me to
bring my own calligraphy into the painting zone. It helped me to understand the way great
contemporary painters think about their practice, artists like Antonio Tapies, Robert
Motherwell, Pierre Soulages, Hans Hartung, Pierre Alechinsky, Cy Twombly.
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4. ‘My Chinese origins” When I was still a schoolboy during the 1960s, I collected
illustrated books from China. These, in fact, were propaganda publications written in
Arabic for a Middle East audience in the context of the Cold War. When I bought one
volume, the bookshop man Abdulla usually offered a second one for free. Most of the
stories praised the actions of the Chinese Red Guard against the Japanese imperialists or
other counter-revolutionary groups; I remember “Taking Tiger Mountain by trickery. I
also collected the official magazine China Illustrated with rich iconography, in fact, where
I discovered traditional and modern Chinese watercolours. I was so fascinated by this
imagery which mixed together calligraphy and drawing that I copied them. At that time,
it was a very useful, artistic experience for me. Along with the propaganda purpose, I
found serious works of unknown Chinese masters. Both taught me a lot about the art of
‘picture-making.’ I think the propaganda dimension in my paintings might have its origins
in my Chinese ‘revolutionary’ experience. I have continued to collect Chinese illustrated
books and posters wherein the imperialists continue to be ‘Paper tigers’ (Mao)! During
my student years, I also read Egyptian magazines with comic strips and good illustrations
by Egyptian artists, including those in Ros al Yusuf and Al Hilal publications.

Banana Tale: Monkey Visa, 2007

ince 2003, Hassan Musa has employed the folkloric form of a tale to convey his significant

experiences with international African art. This series, entitled Banana Tales extends

the motif first seen in his representations of Josephine Baker (1906-1975, one of whose
famous costumes featured a string of bananas). Monkey Visa is Musa’s response to the
symposium that accompanied the exhibition, Black Paris, at the Museum of World Cultures,
Frankfurt, Germany. The specific stimulus was the question asked by the German curator,
Christine Stelzig, “did I feel disappointed” to be exhibiting work in an ethnographic museum
rather than a museum of contemporary art. This “...new banana tale illustrates the complexity
of the position of non-European artists in the middle of an European existential conflict; the
conflict about how to define the museum today” (e-mail: 21.10.07). Musa thanks his friend
Mustafa Adam of the United Arab Emirates University, Al Ain, for telling this tale to him;
translation by Hassan Musa.

One day an official delegation of the French Ministry of Agriculture and Natural
Resources contacted a young African Lion. They kindly asked him if he would accept
the respectable job of The Lion at the Paris Zoo, because the old, Parisian lion was
retiring. The African Lion examined the contract and found everything was okay. It
was in accordance with the legal conditions of national workers and offered a reasonable
wage. His job was to sit and to walk in his cage in a dignified manner. So, he signed the
contract and took the plane to Paris.

As promised, he found a wide, comfortable cage. So, he took a nap. The cage service
woke him up for lunch; he headed toward the big platter and removed its cover. How
surprised he was to find only a bunch of bananas. He said to himself, “This could be a
mistake, so I am not going to make a mountain out of a molehill on my first day. I will
eat these bananas.” And he did.

The next day at lunch time the Lion removed the food cover and was surprised

— no, he was more than surprised, he was shocked—to find a bunch of yellow bananas.
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“NOIRES  Sook2oos

Figure 3 Musa painting self-portrait, Autoportrait avec ideés noires

Was this a meal fit for a lion? He was furious and roared angrily, “I want to speak to
the Zoo Director immediately!”

When the Director arrived at his cage, the Lion asked, “Don’t you know I am the
Lion—King of the Jungle—what’s wrong with your management? What nonsense is this?
Why am I being served meals of bananas?”

The Director politely said, “Sir, I know you are the King of the Jungle ... but ...

you have been brought here on a monkey’s visa!!!”
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