






















































































fiftieth anniversary of the drafting of the
UN Declaration of Human Rights, wantec
to bracket the somewhat anarchistic cor
tribution of artists within the more struc
tured public discourse of journalism. Aft
all, this is Ottawa, and the conference wi
sponsored by an academic research inst
tute (the Human Rights Education Centr
at the University of Ottawa) and a bevy ¢
government departments.

Interestingly, the artists ended up puttir
the journalists in context at least as mu
as vice versa. The Latin American artists
were wry about the media’s influence.
“On television, we only see black hair
and black eyes when it’s some sort of
charity; otherwise it’s all blond, fair
skinned people; it’s completely unreal,”
said Jorge Coulon Larranaga, member of
the Chilean musical ensemble Inti-
[llimani, who was an outspoken critic-in-
exile of the Pinochet dictatorship. Poet
and PEN president Homero Aridjis, whose
organization relies heavily on the media
to publicize its campaigns to free impris-
oned writers, concluded with a call to
silent reflection:

In the world's packed marketplace
the last political action
will be to hold our tongue.

Canadian philosopher Mark Kingwell cau-
tioned artists who would work for human
rights here and abroad to be mindful of
the media they use, and their tendency to
wear away at the community on which
their efforts depend. “You can’t really
engage in activity for human rights unless
you can make a human connection, can
you?” he asked. His remarks were in stark
contrast to those of Spencer Reiss, senior
editor of the California new media maga-
zine Wired, who saw no unfortunate side
effects to the new media: artists inter-
ested in human rights should just go and
contribute some work to a human rights
Internet site, he said.
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fully combining personal perspective with
social concern. Chinese video artist
Shuibo Wang, whose work was shown
outside the main program and seen by
few attendants, embodied this technique.
With a sequence of drawings by himself
and Chinese propaganda artists, overlaid
with a personal narrative, he intermeshed
his own biography with the progress of
Chinese society under Communist rule.

To their credit, the members of the panel
on journalism took an interest in this
issue of bringing a more personal and
committed approach to the journalistic
trade. Oakland Ross, freelance writer and
former correspondent for the Globe and
Mail in Latin America and Africa, told a
revealing story about the time that he and
some fellow journalists decided to go
beyond just reporting, and searched out a
group of children who had been “disap-
peared” by the military. After one journal-
ist spotted them in a police station and
closely questioned the police officials, the
children were released. Canadian journal-
ists Francine Pelletier and Bob Carty
joined Belgian journalist Jacques De
Decker in denouncing journalism’s unfor-
tunate tendency to use the Human Rights
Declaration to criticize other countries
rather than their own.

Concerning Canada’s commitment to
human rights, keynote speaker John
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Playwright René-Daniel Dubois asked
whether the Declaration becomes nothing
but a Hallmark Card banality when
Canada feels free to follow its principles
selectively.

With spellbinding presence author
Denise Chong read from her book The
Girl in the Picture. She described photog-
raphers adjusting their equipment and
bearing in for the best shot as a mother
and child stumble out of a bombed-out
village in Vietnam. Even as the photogra-
phers are shooting they are thinking of
the editing process: separating out the
frames where the woman is still alive
from those where she is dead, picking
the moment of maximum impact for
their viewers. Chong’s reading illustrates
the growing consciousness among
artists that the media is a dangerously
double-crossing ally of people in quest
of human rights. Sure, it will bring their
concerns to the masses, but will it grind
their culture into oblivion in the
process? Far from being the one true and
certain guarantor of human rights to
developing peoples, media emerged at
the symposium as an environment in
which artists have learned to operate, a
weapon they have learned to wield care-
fully lest it go off in their hands.

Janet Creery is a writer/editor / publicist living in
Ottawa.

TRANSFORMING THE CROWN

African, Asian, and Caribbean Artists in Britain, 1966 -1996

EXHIBITION CATALOGUE EDITED BY MORA J. BEAUCHAMP-BYRD AND M. FRANKLIN SIRMANS

NEW YORK: CARIBBEAN CULTURAL CENTER/AFRICAN DIASPORA INSTITUTE, 1998
DISTRIBUTED BY UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO PRESS, 160 PACES

CATALOGUE REVIEW BY PETER HUDSON

The exhibition “Transforming the Crown:
African, Asian, and Caribbean Artists in
Britain, 1066-1996” was organized by
New York City’s Franklin H. Williams
Caribbean Cultural Center (ccc) and held
in 1997 at the Center, the Bronx Museum
of Arts and the Studio Museum in Harlem
as part of the ccc’s twentieth anniversary
celebrations. It continued the ccc’s tradi-
tion of mounting exhibitions on the cul-
tural history of the Caribbean
diaspora—previous exhibitions have

focused on individuals ranging from Black

nationalist Marcus Garvey to dancer
Katherine Dunham—but it also extended
this tradition by including, for the first
time, work by people who were not of
Caribbean descent.

According to curator Mora J. Beauchamp-
Byrd, the aim of the exhibition was to
introduce Black British art to “an
American audience largely unfamiliar
with the diversity of Britain’s population”
and make links between the cultures of
African America and Black Britain. It
accomplishes this through a survey of
visual art in the UK over the past thirty
years, from Ronald Moody and Aubrey
Williams of the Caribbean Artists Move-
ment (cAm) to contemporary artists such
as Chila Kumari Burman and Keith Piper.

The catalogue for “Transforming the
Crown” is a solid introduction to the arts
of Black Britain. It’s grounded by
Beauchamp-Byrd’s excellent historical
survey “London Bridge: Late Twentieth
Century British Art and the Routes of
‘National Culture,” a chronology of

Britain’s post-World War Il cultural and
political history, as well as twenty-eight
pages of colour plates. And with contribu-
tions from Anne Walmsely, Kobena
Mercer, Gilane Tawadros, Deborah Willis,
Judith Wilson, Eddie Chambers and Okwui
Enwezor, it provides an excellent concep-
tual framework through which to under-
stand Black British art.

Anne Walmsley’s essay on cam, “The
Caribbean Artists Movement, 1966-1972:

REVIEWS

A Space and a Voice for Visual Practice,”
a drastically condensed but still useful
version of her important history, is
notable for its discussion of the ques-
tions of commitment that still plague
Black artists. She describes the shift, in
the wake of Stokely Carmichael’s visit to
England and in response to criticism of
CAM’s elitism, of cAm’s orientation.
Lawyer Richard Small encouraged cam
artists to “become spiritually part of the
black community,” prompting novelist
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Wilson Harris to withdraw from the
organization for fears of the potential
creative compromises inherent in cam’s
explicit politicization.

Kobena Mercer’s contribution, “Bodies of
Diaspora, Vessels of Desire: The Erotic
and the Aesthetic” indirectly responds to
Small’s urging by offering a critique of
cAM’s unacknowledged sexism. “Among
visual artists associated with the
Caribbean Artists Movement,” writes
Mercer, “...the prevalence of portraiture
and expressive protest reflects political
priorities that seemed to occlude the
erotic.” He goes on to point out the dou-
ble irony of this “absence of the erotic”:

For, not only did the desire for black
liberation coincide with the sexual
revolutions of the 1960s, but the
phallic imagery of Black Power's
clenched-fist aesthetic drew its pop-
ular potency from a highly sexual-
ized vocabulary in which political
empowerment was equated with the
most symbolic part of the male body
rather than with the unity of women
and men in constituting the social
body of “community” as a whole.

This question of art and politics, and the
related question of, as Walmsley
describes it, “what to paint and how to
paint, and how best to explore and artic-
ulate such problems” remains a central
issue among Black artists in both the UK
and Canada. Gilane Tawandros’ essay
“Hunting with the Hare and Running
with the Hounds” skillfully negotiates
both the terrain of this problematic, as
well as the contradiction of trying to
make “black” art that isn’t reduced to an
essentialist gesture, while white art
institutions ignore you because you are
seen, essentially, as Black. Discussing
Rasheed Araeen’s landmark 1989 exhibi-
tion “The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists
in Post War Britain,” Tawandros writes,
“while such initiatives play a vital role in
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exposing the gaps and omissions of
recent art history, they also fall prey to
sustaining an essentialist discourse that
perpetuates misleading demarcations
and false separations between black art
history on the one hand and a white art
history on the other.”

Instead of succumbing to a liberal paraly-
sis in an attempt to respond to this ques-
tion, Tawadros demarcates a critical, and
unusually generous, space:

As curators and art historians, our
responsibility to black British artists
of all generations will always involve
us running with the hare and hunt-
ing with the hounds, but it also
involves a responsibility to provide
an intellectual and aesthetic context
for these artists to make and show
their work which does not limit
them to singular and essential
"blackness” but recognizes simulta-
neously their cultural particularity

and their universal value.

In his essay titled “A Question of Place:
Revisions, Reassessments, Diaspora,”
Okwui Ewenzor demonstrates the possi-
bility of this kind of theorizing in a medita-
tion on diaspora and the politics of the
imagination in the work of Tchiaya U.
Tam’si, Arthur Nortje, Olu Oguibe, Uzo
Egonu and Rotimi Fani-Kayode. Of Egonu,
Ewenzor writes that he provided

a sophisticated mode of thinking
that hinged on two, not necessarily
irreconcilable methods, on one
hand, one which was radically cir-
cumspect in its considered inten-
tionality, in its usage of modernism
as a central, animating language at
the disposal of all avant-garde
artists, irrespective of race or ori-
gin, and on the other hand, the use
of the same modernist language to
fiercely interrogate its peripheril-
ization and nominalization of

African subjectivity within twen-

tieth century art.

Judith Wilson also takes up Tawadros’
challenge. In her unfortunately titled
essay “Surfing the ‘Black’ Diasporic
Web: Postcolonial Art and the
Decolonization of U.S. Visual Culture,”
she speaks of the “hypertextuality” of
Black vernacular culture and urges an
interdisciplinary understanding of Black
art that views non-traditional spaces and
practices as crucial to the development
of Black aesthetic language. In this
regard, the fact that “Transforming the
Crown” was held in “black” spaces and
communities is notable.

For anyone with more than a casual
acquaintance with Black art and the poli-
tics of race and nation in England, the
Transforming the Crown catalogue may
seem like too much of an introduction. In
its self-conscious effort to promote the
artists and their work, it contains the
type of prose typical of catalogue
essays: theoretical, but more celebratory
than critical. And occasionally, such as in
Deborah Willis’ essay “Talking Back:
Black Women’s Visual Liberation
Through Photography,” it uncritically
invokes the kind of all-too-prevalent
rhetorical clichés (in this case “talking
back”) that, in their lack of historical
specificity, do little to describe how or
why specific aesthetic strategies are
employed.

Despite this lapse, the range of critical
possibilities that Transforming the Crown
presents provides a model that Black
artists, their white allies, and forward-
thinking cultural institutions in Canada
would do well to adapt to their own
uses.

Peter Hudson is the editor of North: New
African Canadian Writing, a special issue of
West Coast Line, and is a former editor of Mix

magazine.
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