Koh, Germaine. "Yinka Shonibare."
Crossings. Ottawa: National Gallery
of Canada, 1998: 156-161.

128, Upstairs Dawnsties 000 Sindeen
and-painkbod and stoncilled Limioges platas.
mlazs arut alumirmm display catinet
plastic plate slands,

pohie-silegd Baminaded phetograph

125, Howe Daie o Gicd Likes Yewy,
Get o be o Gir) Lihe YouT (19351
Thress cosiumes of was-prind
coftan tastiles,

lLaskared by Sian Lowes

Bilingual, bicultural, and perchad between

cuftures whose relationshin is fracghl with

inequality, Yinka Shontbare 15 well equipped to navigate the traffic between cultural [radilions, and the expectations that attend

these cxchanges. His work wittily questions the ideclogy of cultural authenticity, with parlicular relerance to modernism and

imperialism as s masl extreme forms, It explodes the seamiess production of meamng within nat anly these symbaolic systems,
but alse their suppesed postmadern and posl-coalanial inversians,

Shonibare is best known for his use of Lthe patternad batik tabrics that are popular in West Africa
and also in the West as a signifier ol Alrca. bar Shonibare, the route traced by these fabrics qives Lhe hie
to any notion of pure arigins: Lhe war-resist technigue originated in Indanesia, whose Dutch colonizers
industrialized production and introduced the Rabric to Eurcpe, where foday iF s designed and produced
in Manchester, angd exported from Britain to Africa and back again, with twists of meaning each time,
Shonibare buys his cloth (resimported from Africa with accrued authenticity) from Lhe predominantly
black Brizton area of London. In doing so, he is fully aware thal in Africa, where the fabrics symbalize
cullural identity, the cloth imported from Britain may be seen to be “batter” than that produced locally !

VA5, Cha O3 Cha (1937 L Wt peind St L e, wirlwesl,
leathes, acrylic, metal



L2, Wirtardan Arianibengis! s Pariour (1006-107]
Repraduction furmilure, printed [extiles,
Hre scraen, marble fieplace, museam pooges

according to 3 kind of internalized colonial thinking. Thus, the inng-
cant nationalist symbol unfolds o reveal itself to be as hybrid and
camplex as any sign of identity in today's post-colonial Alrican dias-
parda, The economic and cultural patterns of signification woven mto
the history of this cloth represent the complexity of idenlily, and Lhis
semiotic extravagance allows Shombare lo sharl-circwit the tradi-
tional seriousness of artwork aboal Wenbity, to deal in “excess,
seduction, desire and complicity.” 2

shenibare employs these densely symbohc fabrcs 1o undo Lhe
idealogical underpinnings of systems vesled in Thearies ol origins,
such as imperialism. How Ooes g Gl Like You, Gaf to bea Girl Like
You? (1995) includes Three elaborate Yictorian gowns sewn from
the colourful batik Tabrics, standing serenely oblivious: empresses
wilh clothes, bul ng heads, In Upstairs Downstairs (19973, a replica of
an eighteenth-century china cabinet contains fine decorated plates re-glazed i glaring colours, bearing the names of servants
and ther househald rales. Loudly, and clearly improperly, the work creates a parity beleean Lhe anstocralic house and its over-
looked subjects. Onoa grander scale, for Vickarian Phitanthropist's Paclour (T996-597), Shonibare uphalsters every surtace ot an
elaborately furnished room with “African” fabric further cverlaid with vignetles of Brilish fostball players ot African arigin. it
is as though the exchange of colonial influence had fiowed in the “wrong™ diecban, with the colonizer sbsarbing the ethnic
customs. The reciprocal effect = since one kinows that ths s ool how Ehis social structure is sopposedto work — is of some kind
of insurrection or usurpation by an imposter who does nol recognize Lhe rules, Elsewhere, Shonibare has portrayed himself as
the usurper, garbed in lavish cighteonth-contury costamae. In these works,
the symbolically extravagant fabric is an analegue for the excess built inta
the ostentaticus trappings of class.

Shanibare's work disrupts other value systems staked on aothorly,
such as artistic modernism. In fact, it is possible to argue Tar g view ol
modernism as an expression of imponalist presumplion.? Modermsm's
supposcdly apolitical discourse of purity was basad ona nobien of opegins,
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whesther spehing primary form or deawing an “primitive” expressian in “alther” culbures,

or m the romanbicized indwidual producer. n Seetde Dofeh 0994, Shonibare stretched
preces af the patterned cloth o make fiftty small canvases, which he over painted on their
edges or faces with ather bright patierns, and arranged in a grid against a vibrant pink
wall, The pancls adopt the cutward vocabulary of abstract expressionism, a movement
indissociable from the rhetoric of mastery and of purity of gesture, to reintreduce a
rerninder of the minor decorative craft traditions its ideclegy of originality suppressed. Like the trajectary of the fabric alluded
foin the title, he dowhles back ta pick up elements excised from the stery of madernist painting. This inversicn and fragmenta
fion of “propec” protacel throwgh a king of semiotic gibberish 4 also reopens the doar o visual pleasure. As the artist wrate, with
rome naivele, v a statemen! acoompanying s 1994 exiibibion of Dooglye Dafoh, U1 ove paint, i0's really sumpbugos, yoem.”

Shonibars mighl seem Lo be a model Tor The poshmoder n, posi-colomal, gt

Becl drawing an deverse cullural Tradiligns,
and his work cerlainly involves an overturmng of modsermest and mpernalisl customs, Yel it also poinks oul the conlinwimg impor-
tance placed an origins in this multicultural erg, Born in Britain, raisedin his parents” native Migeria, and living in London, he refuses

to fulfil expectations that he make a particular kind of wark based an his angins, thes denying any kind ot essential identity:
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“Really, | haven't got anything didactie ta affer.
I want audiences to experience the work, which
ralates to my home backaround, but then that's
me guoting the received stereotypes of my
background. What I've found, making wark in
Britain, is thal when you make work about your
origins, all it can be aboul is your origins, But if
you don't make work about your origins, people
will say you're an African artist who doesn't
make work about African subjects, so your
identity becomes suspecl.”®
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But what happens when ane finds that one has oo centre, no essential identity? Says Shonibare, “I'm not angry. | have no

authentic cxpressien Lo ofler” O, as Kobena Morcer asks, succmctly summarizing the crux of Shomtrare™s work, “What happens

whon cthnics appropriale cthers’ appropriations of ethniciby?" ¢ The result is an implacable irony, in which individual subjects

might audaciously and sell-consciously invent their own authenticity, Again,
Shonibare's statement for Oouible Quich; "Just imagine being a primitive, a proper
primitive that is. & primitove Lhal is beyvond civilisation, a primutive in g state of
perpetual indulgence, a primitive of excess. | think | would really enjoy that” Maybe
what is gained by usurping the rhetoric of purity is, paradaxically, a return to the
possibility of personal sell-invention and "pure” seduction. O W,
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