Thinking Out Loud

In this recurring section we invite artists, critics, curators,
and other cultural professionals to contribute their thoughts
and/or comments on specific aspects of contemporary art that interests them.

Cosmolocalism: The Audacity of Place

Ruth Simbao

Art that is gathered together under the
‘international’ rubric of ‘Contemporary
African Art’ is generally art that nods
towards the continent, but simultane-
ously registers a certain distance from
the place of Africa. Due to the fact that
the discourse is still largely driven by the
cosmopolitan art centres of the world
(which persist in the West), any link that
aligns itself too closely with the continent
of Africa (the actual continent), runs the
risk of being stigmatised as parochial or
as a regressive attempt to reterritorialise
culture in a transnational age. In the dis-
course of contemporary art, it is auda-
cious, these days, to suggest that Africa
is an actual place!

A characteristic of a cosmopolitan is to
maintain a certain amount of distance
from, for example the natal or the na-
tional. A ‘true’ cosmopolitan preserves
a dismissive edge when it comes to the
concept of ‘national culture’ or culture
of a specific African region. A certain
amount of detachment is required. To
be cosmopolitan or to be transnational
(at times there is an overlap) means that
one must not affiliate too strongly with
any particular place.

Even if, theoretically, an affiliation with
place might be viewed, in today’s world,
as regressive, politically place does mat-
ter, for there is an incompatibility between
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Western-driven theories and day-to-day
engagements with the vulnerable places
of national borders, refugee camps, im-
migration offices and certain spaces of
living. While ‘the local’ was once the small
place (the ‘little here’ as opposed to the
grand everywhere else), it now becomes
the everywhere else passing through,
touching upon, effecting and transform-
ing the ‘here’ until its ‘hereness’ almost
disappears, and it becomes a cosmolo-
cal space. It is not just the diaspora to
the West that engenders transnational
and transcultural attitudes, but it is
also the new diasporas within Africa, as
well as the diasporas to and from other
places, such as China and spaces within

the Global South. These movements to
smaller places (for example Chinese
people moving to Lesotho) mean that
cosmopolitanism is no longer simply the
domain of the large city, for in a globalis-
ing world the potential of cosmopolitan-
ism in ‘small’ places forever increases.
| say ‘potential’, for there is always the
tension between positively engaging with
newness and resisting it in the form of
xenophobia. (As we know from the exam-
ple of Johannesburg, the small minded-
ness of xenophobia or Afrophobia exists
in cosmopolitan cities too).

This is the political edge of the new cos-
molocal spaces in Africa. While it is a
struggle, it is also a positive time of rede-
fining ‘the local’ for it is (theoretically and
practically) no longer tenable to suggest
that ‘the local’ (the 'small place’ with a
supposedly strong ‘hereness’) is neces-
sarily parochial, for its ‘hereness’ is con-
stantly being touched. Conversely, it is
no longer tenable to suggest that cities
monopolise cosmopolitanism.

Whilst rejecting the static, parochial
notions of place, cosmolocalism, in a
context in which grassroots political af-
filiation cannot be ignored, also rejects
the aloofness espoused by elite forms
of cosmopolitanism in which distance is
valourised. Art hubs of the world with an
interest in quote-unquote-Africa can no
longer justify an aloof attitude towards
real places in Africa—even the ‘small’
places. Transnational and transcultural
art events that are based in these cos-
molocal African spaces are critically
important, for such is an audacious ap-
proach to place.

Ruth Simbao is Associate Professor of
African Art History and Visual Culture at
Rhodes University.

Maurice Mbikayi’s performance “Voices” at the Spier

Contemporary in Cape Town (2010) speaks of vulner-
ability in the face of xenophobia as well as excitement
and possibility in a new, potentially cosmolocal space.
Photo: Ruth Simbao.

The Library

CCA,Lagos has set up one of the fastest growing independent libraries in Africa,
particularly in Nigeria by specialising in the visual arts and the creative sector in
general. The library contains over 2500 books, catalogues, magazines, journals, as
well as a growing collection of art and artists videos. It is gradually developing into
an important artists archive and educational facility for artists and specialised stu-
dents, especially at graduate, post graduate and doctoral level. It is also proving to
be a invaluable resource for local/international researchers and other professionals
in the cultural sector.

The amount of materials that have been added to the library through purchase and
donation has grown in leaps and bounds over the years, making the CCA,Lagos li-
brary a veritable treasure trove. In our efforts to encourage membership and pro-
mote readership, we have restructured and reduced our membership fees. These
gestures reflect our profound commitment to knowledge—despite adequate provi-
sion by local statutory bodies.

CCA,Library is a reference resource only and unfortunately does not have the
facility for lending materials. Library resources are available only through mem-
bership. Additionally, members are also required to pay daily usage fees.

Membership Levels
Full Member ..N5,000 per year......plus daily rate N200

Student..... ..N3,000 per year...... plus daily rate N100O
(I.D card required)

Daily Rate without
Membership

Nigerian Resident/
ECOWAS Citizens.............. N500 per day

Non-ECOWAS Citizens......N1,000 per day

Overseas Supporters

Diamond Donor $1,000 (Pound/Euro equivalent)
Golden Giver ........ $500 (Pound/Euro equivalent)
Silver Supporter .. $200 (Pound/Euro equivalent)
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