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El Anatsui
In the Public Space

Olu Oguibe

Over the past two decades, the sculptor El Anatsui has gradually and firmly
established himself as perhaps Africa’s most significant modern sculptor,
exhibiting consistently at home as well as in the most reputable international
spaces including the Biennale of Venice where he won a joint honourable
mention in 1990, those of Havana and Johannesburg, and in 1995, the sculpture
Biennial of Osaka where he won the Kansai Telecasting Corporation Prize. In
the 1980s, he was a regular participant in international collaborations,
especially in Germany, and in 1984 he spent an outstandingly prodigious
period in residence in St. Ives where he produced over 120 ceramic sculptures
in eight weeks. In 1992 Anatsui collaborated in the Amazonas environmental
sculpture project in Brazil together with Antony Gormley, Marina Abramovic
and Alfredo Jaar, among others. In Nigeria, where he has lived and worked as
a university professor since 1974, Anatsui continues to produce new and
challenging work in his converted church hall studio, from where he exercises
enormous influence on the artistic landscape in that country and across the
continent.

While much of Anatsui’s work explores the sacrality of the interior, hardly
any contemporary artist is better able to elicit the given mystique of the public
space, the social power and presence of the arena that replaces intimacy with
awe and magnifies the arrestive existentiality of the public work, and, in
manipulating these, replicate the rituality that enclosure so easily yields.
Anatsui’s public sculpture is as much concerned with the rhetorics of place and
space as with the processes and tropes of hierurgy, the recognition that in
interaction the successful public work and its physical and social geographies
combine with the humble bodily configurations of the viewer to create a
contemplative encounter which occasionally parallels religious experience.

Public sculpture under and after minimalism in the 1960s and 1970s fell into
the abrasive libido domini of American modernist practice, culminating in






