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of notions about what constitutes art (21-26). The
overwhelming trend among outsiders looking at
Africans is to fuse these peoples and cultures,
not to emphasize diversities. The same tendency
undoubtedly pertains toward how Westerners think
about Asians or Native Americans. In the entire

catalogue only one writer, John Picton, specif
ically addresses the question of what particular
Africans themselves may think of their art, what
their own aesthetics might be like (345). Other
wise, the catalogue’s prevailing aesthetic is that
of the all-seeing Western connoisseur, implicitly
imposing Western aesthetics on culturally diverse
objects. As Appiah remarks, it is an “international
commodification of African expressive culture”
which depends on a “manufacture of Otherness”
(1992: 156), an otherness imposed from outside
and therefore not constituted by any African group
on its own terms. That otherness, with its muted

diversity, may subtly slide into an all-encompass
ing stereotype. Sometimes this is “the primitive”;
in the case of this catalogue and exhibit, promoting
claims to “high” culture and “fine” art by the
inclusion of ancient Egyptian and northern African
objects, this involves merging such diversity into
a broad category termed “Africa.”

While the catalogue proclaims some kind of
integral identity of African art and culture, it is
arranged in terms of seven broad cultural areas.
These areas comprise a total of about two hundred
ethnic or cultural groups. This diversity of iden
tities poses several problems inevitable in such a
broad survey of art traditions. Three are crucial for
developing a clear view about how to present and
promote African traditional art. The first involves
the question of how representative the selected
objects are in characterizing the achievements of
a particular society or culture. Of course, it is not
even clear whether the aim of this catalogue is to
establish such particular representativeness or typ
icality in the first place. The second issue involves
determining whether such objects are the authentic
art of a people or culture. The issue of authenticity
relates to who made an object, for whom was it
made, and for what purpose. These purposes, not
just beauty or craftsmanship, are thought to deter
mine whether an object qualifies as culturally (and
indeed monetarily) valuable as traditional art. The
third issue involves the proper ownership of an ex
hibited object of art. If such objects represent, even
epitomize, a people’s culture, should they more
properly remain with those people? Should they be
returned if they have been taken abroad? Or should
they be regarded as cultural ambassadors for that
society and therefore just as valued and legitimated

when abroad where people of others societies can
learn from them? These questions also relate to
how and when the objects left their original homes.
These are more than abstract moral questions, for
the present catalogue (and exhibit) is bedeviled by
such controversy. The catalogue illustrates terra
cotta and metalwork from the ancient Djenne cul
ture in Mali. Yet the exhibit was unable to show

such objects since to do so would have led to the
cancellation of loans by the most important lender,
the British Museum, which does not cooperate
with exhibitions of art involving objects falling
under the UNESCO ban on looted property. (Iron
ically, some African governments might see this
same moralizing institution as a major offender
in the loss of African cultural patrimony since it
has refused to return artefacts requested by Nigeria
and elsewhere.) Furthermore, at the last minute the
Egyptian government reneged on their promise to
loan objects from their collections, presumably on
account of pressures from Muslim fundamental
ists who equated loan of such objects so closely
identified with Egypt with also extending Egyptian
identity to the West and its institutions. Doubtless,
the exhibit will undergo further ups and downs,
but the catalogue remains unaltered. These are
issues that figure again and again in any major
exhibition of Third World traditional art. I now

turn to consider each of these problems in more
detail.

The issue of representativeness may be consid
ered in several different terms. The most obvious

involves whether the particular objects chosen for
display provide a proper characterization of the
creativity of a society or culture. Some catalogues
or exhibits of African traditional art are devoted to

a single society or culture. Then many objects from
a single people may be viewed and a wide range of
media and styles presented. In the Royal Academy
catalogue over forty ethnic groups are represented
by only one object each, and many more by only
two or three. Since one purported aim of the cata
logue and exhibit is to portray the variety of Afri
can traditional art, this strategy makes sense. Yet
it inevitably conveys some distorted impressions
of what the art of each of these underrepresented
societies is like. In contrast, a few societies such
as the Makonde, Zulu, Chokwe, Luba, Lega, Fang,
Igbo, Benin, Akan peoples, Senufo, Dan, and Do-
gon are represented by many more objects. The
Yoruba lead with 31 items. These (except for the
Zulu) are the ethnic groups that have dominated
the interest of Western connoisseurs of traditional
African art. Of course, even in the cases of the Yor

uba, Dogon, Chokwe, and Zulu, each with twenty


