ACT LOCALLY AND THINK GLOBALLY (1)

The French Departments of the Americas, Martinique, Guadeloupe and Guyana, discovered by Christopher Columbus at the end of the 15th century and French colonies until the middle of the 20th century, entered the modern age about fifty years ago. There is a void in their art history, as a result of years of slavery and colonisation, between the period of Pre-Columbian art and modern-day art. Between the prehistory of Martinique, from 3,000 BC to the arrival of the first Europeans at the start of the 17th century, and modern plastic creation, there stretches a period of three centuries of silence. And, today, cultural structuring is still in progress. There is not yet a museum or art centre devoted to the dissemination of plastic arts. 
In this relatively unfavourable context, artists often play a key organising role as event’s producer, scenographer, technician, mediator and press officer. In effect, these specialities are not yet recognised as being essential and are gradually, and with much difficulty, becoming established among the few rare structures in charge of dissemination. The same applies to the position of curator or exhibition organiser. 

It appears to be essential to distinguish the work of curator – selector of one or more artists with a view to the organisation of an international event based on a pre-defined theme (2) from that of the role of curator - exhibition organiser, a person who designs a collective exhibition. In the Caribbean, regional cultural figures, art critics, art professors and cultural advisors are sometimes called upon to play the role of curator – selector with a moral contract to promote the region’s artists. These figures may then be asked to design collective exhibitions. Conceptualising an exhibition is the product of a multitude of experiences as critic, art historian, arts professor or cultural advisor.  

In the archipelago, more than in other regions of the world, curating remains a complementary activity to other activities in the art world. It is a complementary career, a secondary activity, very often carried out by volunteers. It is often a passion more than a profession which requires great personal investment and human qualities. Curating demands a wide range of skills, often acquired through the multiple job holding which dominates this sector, even more so in our regions where culture is less well structured. There is also great irregularity in the organisation of exhibitions.
Of course, there is the abstract work of conceptualisation, and the aesthetic exercise itself, which involves exploring and selecting artists, something which is regularly followed by a listening and advisory phase. The more technical aspects of searching for funding and a suitable exhibition space are also important. The scenography itself, the writing of the catalogue, and communication are the final steps involved.     

Therefore, it is a recent function, still secondary and complementary to other activities in the sector, often carried out by volunteers, the professional outline of which is in the process of being defined. There is not yet a strong professional identity. In the Caribbean, there are more independent curators and artist-curators than curators employed by given structures.     

Nevertheless, since 2008, the Fondation Clément has been working to create the conditions for carrying out this function in Martinique by entrusting regional cultural figures with the conception of exhibitions presented in Martinique, such as Atlantide Caraïbe, Entre – Vues, Entre mythes et réalités, Flore- Raisons nouvelles, Vous êtes ici.(3)

Some multi-disciplinary festivals such as Vibrations Caraïbes also offer the opportunity to present collective exhibitions, Noir(s)- Noir : trans- missions or Femmes en Mythologies (4).

In these cases, the central theme is often related to the territory or the island’s identity rather than a general theme, as for certain exhibitions in mainland France, Dreamlands, Le mouvement, C’est la vie.


This contemporary art developer, this intermediary which the curator represents needs to adapt to the regional context, to its shortcomings, and, more than his mainland counterparts, finds himself engaged in a long-distance race scattered with pitfalls. From the outset, he is faced with a number of problems:   

How to link together the regional works to be promoted? 

How to conserve the energy for renewal, how to amaze and provide support for the questions from artists based in this scattering of islands of the Lesser Antilles?

Is an exhibition designed in the same way for a local audience as it is for an audience from an artistic capital?  

How to reconcile curatorial demands and regional promotion? Is the fact of being a sort of ambassador for the visual arts of our respective islands and playing a supporting role for artists from the Caribbean zone at the front of the scene an obstacle to a curator’s work or, on the contrary, a fruitful constraint? 
Should they be exhibited as representatives of their home country or gathered together according to their artistic approach? Does the title Caribbean contemporary art favour their integration into the international art world or not? 
Every exhibition is a new experience, always different from earlier ones, even more so when a person is not a full-time curator. Thus, the two recent exhibitions I designed for the Fondation Clément, Atlantide Caraïbe and Vous êtes ici.You are here. Usted esta aqui.Se ici la mimn ou yé, Bo ta aki met clear objectives and targeted different audiences.   

Atlantide Caraïbe was designed as an ancillary event to accompany an international conference. The aim was to promote artists from Martinique, such as Victor Anicet, Alex Burke, Ernest Breleur, Valérie John, Hervé Beuze, Julie Bessard, Jean-François Boclé, to the international guests invited and establish a dialogue with a limited number of artists from the Caribbean, Oswaldo Macia, Joscelyn Gardner, Raquel Païewonsky, Polibio Diaz, Petrona Morisson, Anabell Guerrero. The idea was taken to include works as part of the heritage architecture of the Habitation Clément (Photo 1 & 2) and offer an itinerary (Ph 3) around the gardens (Ph 4 ), the main house (Ph 5& 6) the pavilions (Ph 7&8), and the factory (Ph 9). Therefore, the starting point for the project was to draw up the list of artists from Martinique which I wanted to promote. The drawing up of the brief for Atlantide Caraïbe, designed to find a common thread for the works and take account of the spatial and architectural demands, came after the artists had been chosen. The selection of artists preceded the development of the concept.  
Three circuits were offered: In the main house, the works which made up Itinéraires d’ancrages formed part of the furnishings (Ph 10&11&12) and conjured up themes of genesis, foundation, sources, memory: Amerindian past (Ph 13), African inspiration (Ph 14&15), slave society (Ph 16), breakdown in relationships (Ph17). Itinéraires incarnés dealt with the problems of violence, emigration, the painful relationship with others. Finally, Itinéraires d’envol explored the human condition in the modern-day world.
On the other hand, Vous êtes ici.You are here. Usted esta aqui.Se ici la mimn ou yé, Bo ta aki (Ph18) was part of the Fondation Clément’s 2010/2011 programme and was open to a wide audience for a period of five weeks with the aim of promoting artists from the Caribbean, famous in the West Indies, but less well known in Martinique. For some of them, it was their first exhibition in Martinique (Ph 19 &20&21&22). I selected works which met the brief and which depicted the vision that these artists had of their home region. How do artists from the Caribbean perceive these tropical islands, these islands in the sun which, regardless of whether you were born there or you live there, quickly reveal another side of paradise. What insular world do these works point at? A puzzling island? A sinister island? A captivating island? When turning the spotlight on yourself, you are immediately faced with a critical analysis. The writing of the exhibition’s synopsis preceded the choice of works, with the key aspect being that the scenography would highlight the connections which I wanted to establish between them.  
Acting locally and thinking globally. Acting here at the same time as you are thinking there means ensuring that your action is also a counteraction (1) recommends Edouard Glissant. That is why exhibiting here in Martinique, a remote region, and using works with roots established in the territory, inspired by Caribbean questions but, nevertheless, completely in line with the Centre’s contemporary artistic problems, was so dear to me. In this way, it revealed a belief in the Caribbean legitimacy because it is right here that we are able to act, if possible without any concessions.   
The Creole language very often insists on ici- là minm, ici-là même, nulle part ailleurs (1) (right here, nowhere else). How do Caribbean artists perceive this nowhere else which represents such an exotic and distant location for non-natives? During my successive visits to the United Kingdom, my friends listed countless exotic islands, trying to remember where I lived but only just managing to recall that it was a tropical island without being able to situate it with any precision said Rex Dixon  (5 ). 

These tropical islands, these islands in the sun (6), regardless of whether you were born there or you live there, quickly reveal another side of paradise, far from the exotic beauty depicted by Charles Baudelaire 

A lazy isle to which nature has given 
Singular trees, savoury fruits, 
Men with bodies vigorous and slender, 
And women in whose eyes shine a startling candour. (7 ) 

The works selected clearly depict the artist’s position and his vision of the Caribbean. Often critical and ironic, they draw opposing images of the traditional vision of exoticism.   

Thus, the exhibition opens with the eponymous work by Marcos Lora Read, Vous êtes ici but where is here? 

Ici- là minm (Right here) represents this region, which is peripheral as much from an economic viewpoint as from an artistic viewpoint, where the relationship to the Centre (8) is being redefined constantly by new communication technologies. But, contrary to what Paul Ardenne (9) believes, information circulates better and more quickly, the Centre remains the place for aesthetic validation and remote regions remain subject to the dictates of the Centre. 
Three installations, Mémoire des Amériques by Alex Burke (Ph 23), Tropical Night by Christopher Cozier (Ph 24) and Hatchlings a requiem by Anna Lee Davis (Ph 25), all based on a similar principle of juxtaposing small elements, embroideries (Ph 26), drawings (Ph 27) or painted eggs (Ph 28), inaugurate the circuit while formally depicting the historical, geographic, political, linguistic and economic fragmentation of the archipelago.  

A certain degree of interactivity was involved in the creation of Alex Burke’s work since he asked inhabitants of the Caribbean to choose a significant date from their region’s past, and then embroider it and explain the reasons for their choices. The only instruction given concerned the size of the fabric to be used. In some countries, the choice of the date and the embroidery were taken together in very lively workshops. These thirty-three embroideries from the Caribbean mainland and islands encourage spectators to think about how each person creates his own relationship to history without always being able to escape a certain degree of subjectivity. Twenty-three dates have been taken from the 20th century, while the thirteen other dates stretch from the 16th to the 18th centuries. Two of them depict the discovery of the Bahamas and Guadeloupe by Christopher Columbus in 1492 and 1493. Six others depict the dates when countries achieved their Independence: USA, Haiti, Venezuela, Uruguay, Argentina and Trinidad. Three celebrate the abolition of slavery – the three French Departments of the Americas. Three others depict the creation of States: Panama, Bermuda, Florida. One of them has flouted the instructions and bears nothing but the name Rosa Park. It is for each person to find his own key date.   


With the series of drawings Tropical Night, a work started in 2006, a little like everyday note-taking which is constantly changing, Christopher Cozier keeps a sort of diary in which he perceives and expresses the reality of island life. Objects from everyday life in the West Indies are reproduced in an iterative manner, such as the ti – banc (Ph29&30&31&32), also present in the work by Patricia Baffin (Ph 33) (Sur le banc - acrylic on glass – 90 X 67 cm – 2007).

The small flags painted on eggs in Hatchlings a requiem by Anna Lee Davis, huddled and isolated in their nests, laid out in a funereal box on a torn copy of the Treaty of Chaguaramas, symbolise the fifteen member states of CARICOM which, according to the artist, did not keep its promise.


The third group of four works by Tirzo Martha, Tony Monsanto and Anna Lee Davis criticise the tourism development policy of certain islands which have given over their most beautiful areas to investors to the detriment of the local population. The same theme is presented in the protest video by Polibio Diaz from the Dominican Republic, La Isla del Tesoro shown in the exhibition Atlantide Caraïbe. Just Beyond My imagination stigmatises the organisation in Barbados of international golf tournaments which require the creation of magnificent courses whereas the sport itself remains out of reach of the Barbadian population. The audio part of Barbados in a Nutshell (Ph 34), distorts the Barbadian national anthem with the addition of a negative These lands are no longer our own and highlight Anna Lee Davis’s concept which brings together a display case of emblematic objects, a concentrate, a summary of her native island (Ph35). 

Similarities and contradictions create an itinerary for visitors around the exhibition and shine a light on the Caribbean reality. The semantic and iconographic field of piety: the words: paradise, pilgrimage, holy in the titles (Ph 36&37) by Martha and Monsanto, Marta’s Christ (Ph 38), Davis’s holy bible (Ph39). 

The word welcome on the painting by Monsanto (PH 40) is repeated on the welcome rug by Marta (PH 41 ) which takes the opposing stance to Members preferred (Ph 42) on the rug in Just Beyond by Davis.
Very Caribbean too, the resounding call of the cockerel, the cosmic timekeeper of all agrarian societies, omnipresent in these regions, is depicted no fewer than twelve times by Wifredo Lam, under the title Coq antillais or coq caribéen. Although it is crowing the triumph of the day, it is also attempting to awaken the Caribbean in order that it opens its eyes to its own reality.   

The problem of the relationship to oneself, to one’s own corporal diagram and to the Other is interpreted in a very different manner by three artists: the aspiration to superimpose oneself on to a dominant model by Oneika Russel (Ph 43), the irony of peau noire, masques blancs (10) (Ph44) with the sardonic laugh and ogre’s gullet by Thierry Alet, a sociological interrogation on the subject of chemical skin whitening products in the world of Dance Hall by Ebony G. Patterson (Ph45&46). 
The diasporic experience of Caribbeans today is the subject of the photographs and videos by Ingrid Pollard (Belonging in Britain) and Polibio Diaz (Yautia). The recognition of Antillean emigration as a diasporic experience has been contested for many years, especially in the French-speaking world of research. English speakers adopted it much earlier with Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy. This emigration meets certain criteria of the diasporic model: the collective dispersal following a trauma, the maintenance – following dispersal – of a cultural identity born from a common history and territory. The in situ interactive installation Rencontre by Trevor Mathison and Gary Stewart (Ph 47&48) also deals with this theme of the relationship to history and territory.   


All these works are contemporary in the sense that what is important is the concept and the position of the artist expressed through plastic practices today: installations, videos, photographs, interactivity, sound. In this manner, the Caribbean, without turning its back on its roots, is proving, that it also belongs to the modern-era.  
Yet, it is clear that, as Philippe Regnier (11) highlighted at the seminar organised by Aica Caraïbe du Sud in Martinique in 2008, the Caribbean is terra incognita for the international art world. With the exception of Wifredo Lam (Cuba), Hervé Télémaque (Haiti) and Kcho (Cuba), very few artists from Caribbean islands have crossed the international market barrier. A quick consultation of the Internet operators who have positioned themselves at the confluence of the market of knowledge and the market of goods by providing a database of works, documentary and iconographic resources as well as an opportunity for online sales, is enough to show that even the artists most exhibited in recent large-scale international events devoted to the Caribbean are not even listed. What common strategy should be developed to facilitate the Caribbean’s entry into the international market? Do the islands of the Caribbean have the ability to join emerging markets by focusing on publications, or a few collectors among its own diaspora? Will its ability to update scenographic concepts by offering exhibitions designed according to the model of the carnivalesque mascarade, as Claire Tancons and Krista Thompson have started to do, help to attract and focus the attention of critics, galleries, collectors, museums and art centres?  These two young curators explore the specific development of performance in modern-day Caribbean art. Is it necessary to start by creating our bodies for legitimisation by means of a dynamic network of inter-Caribbean dissemination? Is there another possible path in the search for an original museography in line with the works presented such as these two enjoyable attempts: the name plates for the exhibition Sculptures urbaines presented in Barbados in 2003 or the presentation supports for Objets de Corps made from old corrugated iron, crushed bricks, severed nails, ground glass and straw.

This programme Curating in the Caribbean, by bringing together about a dozen curators from Caribbean islands for shared reflection, is a decisive step in the process to promote contemporary artists from the geographic area, something which has been our objective for more than a decade. 
Dominique Brebion 

Aica Caraibe du sud 
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