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Newspaper article on OKINKA African Art Exhibition published on 30 July
2015 in Lianhe Zaobao, a Mandarin-based daily newspaper in Singapore

English translation

African art premiering in Singapore
Every piece tells its own unique story

The OKINKA African Art Exhibition displays more than 50 precious African art pieces,
including bronze and wooden sculptures. With over 20 rare and exquisite masterpieces, the
exhibition is premiering in Singapore.

Mok Mei Ngan/ text, photos provided by the organizer

Africa is sometimes acclaimed as the cradle of human civilisation.
Majority of scientists have also agreed that the progress of mankind and
modern civilisation have originated from the African continent.
Moreover, newly discovered artefacts dating back to 70,000 years ago
reveal that the earliest forms of visual expression could have originated
from the continent itself. Over the years, Africans have always produced
impressive art creations replete with remarkable creativity and ingenuity.
For the first time, a collection of African art pieces, is exhibited in Asia,
at Suntec City Mall in Singapore. Named as the OKINKA African Art
Exhibition, it is truly testament to African wisdom and its diverse artistic
styles.

The name “Okinka” refers to the famed last queen of Guinea-Bissau,
Okinka Pampa Kanyimpa. Venerated as the sovereign protector of the
Bijagos Islands, Queen Okinka epitomises the empowerment of women.
The exhibition, in taking its name after the queen, bears additional
significance.

“African art typically embraces ethical and religious values. An artwork
considered “beautiful” is often also believed to be “good”,” said Mr.
Paulo Gomes, the main organizer of the exhibition. “I hope to present to
Singapore Africa’s "good” and “beautiful” pieces, and enable Singapore
to develop a deeper understanding and knowledge of Africa.” Mr. Paulo
Gomes is a Distinguished Visiting Fellow at the Centre of African



Studies jointly established by the Nanyang Technological University
(NTU) and Singapore Business Federation (SBF).

The exhibition displays over 50 pieces of precious African art pieces,
including bronze and wooden sculptures. There are also 20 rare and
exquisite masterpieces. Gathered from indigenous communities of
various African countries such as Guinea-Bissau, Ivory Coast and Gabon,
each art piece tells of its own intriguing cultural story. The sculptures
reveal thematic background stories ranging from war, prosperity to
fertility. They are symbolic of religious beliefs, societal stability and
governance.

A bird-like creature which invokes blessing

In the Baga tribe in Guinea Bissau, the “Ma-Tshol” is believed to be the
name of a god. According to traditions, the object can protect the family
from malevolent forces. Its figure combines the long beak of a wading
bird or the jaws of a crocodile, with a human face of a broad nose and
convex forehead, and an elongated skull. A slender neck supports the
whole head. Legend has it that when the “Ma-Tshol” soars in the sky, it
invokes blessings and protection upon its people.

The exclusive Benin Kingdom

The Benin Kingdom of Nigeria is originally home to many exquisite
ivory and wooden carvings, bronze and Terracotta heads and other
artworks. All of these are known as the famed Benin art. After the British
Punitive Expedition invaded the city of Benin in 1897, most of the
precious art pieces of the Kingdom were also plundered, resulting in a
large outflow of Benin art from Nigeria. Hence, the opportunity to see
real Benin art is rare and thus, not to be missed. Additionally, the people
of Benin also have an annual tradition of presenting the bronze and
Terracotta heads on altars of their paternal ancestors, in memory of the
previous Oba kings. Memorial heads as such are one of the highlights of
the exhibition.



There are at least forty tribes in Gabon and each has its own individual
language and culture. The Fang tribe is one of the larger ethnic groups
and its traditional religion is centered around ancestors who were
believed to wield divine power in the afterlife. Their skulls and long
bones are thus prominent features among its tribal artefacts. Furthermore,
the ceremonial wooden masks worn by the tribal members during tribal
dances are outstanding. As believers of animism, the Bijagos Islanders
also practise the tradition of wearing masks during religious ceremonies
or dances.

Traditional African art influencing modern art masters

Even though the OKINKA African Art Exhibition presents primarily
traditional African art pieces, the aesthetics of these traditional African
sculptures has however profoundly influenced Modern Art.

In particular, the abstraction of the human figure displayed in the Senufo
sculptures have once been the source of inspiration behind the works of
Henri Matisse, French Fauve artist, and Pablo Picasso, pioneer of
Western modern art. Visitors may discover the striking similarities
between Picasso’s Standing Female Nude and the Senufo statue exhibited
in OKINKA. Senufo is an ethnic group from Cote d’Ivoire and their
sculptures are known for the exaggerated chests and bulging abdomen,
which symbolize health and fertility.

Mr. Paulo Gomes believes that contemporary African art is often rooted
in the traditional African art. During the exhibition period, visitors may
have the opportunity to interact with visiting African artists.

A portion of the proceeds from this exhibition will be donated to culture
and environment-related causes in Africa, as well as to the Singapore
Children’s Society.

Okinka African Art Exhibition

Date: Now until August 30, 2015

Time: 10am to 10pm daily, Monday-Sunday
Venue: The Art Space @ Suntec City

Free Admission




