
 

  



Course code: FAA 411 

Course title: Contemporary African Art 

Course credit load: 2 Units  

List of Series: 

o Series 1: Contemporary African Art History 

o Series 2: Cultural Production and Relevance 

o Series 3: Symbolic Icons and Iconographies 

o Series 4: Interpretation and Appreciation of Forms 

o Series 5: Historical Timelines and Visual Culture 

Series 1 Contemporary African Art History 

Series outline 

• Part 1.1: Foundations of Contemporary African Art 

o Sub-Part 1.1.1: Defining Contemporary African Art 

o Sub-Part 1.1.2: Historical Background 

o Sub-Part 1.1.3: Key Terms and Concepts 

• Part 1.2: Influences and Movements 

o Sub-Part 1.2.1: Political and Social Influences 

o Sub-Part 1.2.2: Artistic Movements and Schools 

o Sub-Part 1.2.3: Diaspora Connections 

• Part 1.3: Pioneers and Case Studies 

o Sub-Part 1.3.1: Early Contemporary Artists 

o Sub-Part 1.3.2: Contemporary Trailblazers 

o Sub-Part 1.3.3: Regional Highlights 



Introduction 

Contemporary African art reflects the dynamic interplay between tradition and 

modernity, shaped by colonial histories, independence movements, and global exchanges. 

It is not only a record of Africa’s cultural resilience but also a vibrant expression of 

identity, politics, and creativity in the modern world. By studying this Series, you will 

gain insight into how African artists have responded to changing social conditions and 

contributed to global artistic dialogues. 

The aim of this Series is to provide you with a structured understanding of the 

foundations, influences, and pioneers of contemporary African art, equipping you with 

the knowledge to analyse its historical development and cultural significance. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring the foundations of contemporary African 

art, including its definitions, historical background, and key concepts. Next, we will 

examine the influences and movements that shaped its growth, focusing on political, 

social, and diaspora connections. Finally, we will wrap up by studying pioneers and case 

studies, highlighting both early figures and contemporary trailblazers across different 

regions of Africa. 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 1.1 define contemporary African art and explain its historical foundations, 

• SLO 1.2 analyse the political, social, and diaspora influences that shaped 

contemporary African art movements, 

• SLO 1.3 describe significant artistic movements and schools within Africa, 

• SLO 1.4 evaluate the contributions of pioneering and contemporary African 

artists through case studies, and 

• SLO 1.5 compare regional developments in contemporary African art across 

West, East, North, and Southern Africa. 



1.1 Foundations Of Contemporary African Art 

1.1.1 Defining contemporary African art 

Contemporary African art refers to creative works produced by African artists from the 

late twentieth century to the present day. The term contemporary means belonging to the 

present or recent times, and in art it signifies practices that respond to current social, 

political, and cultural realities. Unlike traditional art, which is rooted in indigenous 

customs and rituals, or modern art, which reflects early twentieth-century innovations, 

contemporary African art is characterised by hybridity, experimentation, and global 

dialogue. 

Short description: Diagram showing distinctions between traditional, modern, and 

contemporary African art. Caption:  

Figure 1.1 Comparison of traditional, modern, and contemporary African art.  

Fill in the blank: Contemporary African art is characterised by __________, 

experimentation, and global dialogue. 



1.1.2 Historical background 

The historical development of contemporary African art is closely tied to colonial 

experiences and independence movements. During colonial rule, African artists were 

often restricted to producing works that conformed to European tastes. However, with 

independence in the mid-twentieth century, art became a powerful tool for expressing 

identity, nationalism, and cultural pride. The rise of art schools and universities across 

Africa further encouraged experimentation and professionalisation. 

The influence of postcolonialism, defined as the intellectual and cultural response to 

colonial legacies, is particularly significant. Artists began to challenge stereotypes and 

reclaim narratives about Africa. This period also saw the emergence of pan-African 

exhibitions and biennales, which positioned African art within global conversations. 

Fill in the blank: The intellectual and cultural response to colonial legacies is known as 

__________. 

1.1.3 Key terms and concepts 

Several key concepts are central to understanding contemporary African art. Modernism 

refers to the artistic movement that emphasised innovation and breaking away from 

tradition, while globalisation describes the increasing interconnectedness of cultures and 

economies worldwide. These concepts influence how African artists engage with both 

local traditions and international platforms. 

Fill in the blank: The artistic movement that emphasised innovation and breaking away 

from tradition is called __________. 

Pilot questions 1.1 

1. Which term refers to art practices that respond to current social, political, and 

cultural realities? 

2. What historical event encouraged African artists to use art as a tool for expressing 

identity and nationalism? 



3. Define postcolonialism in the context of African art. 

4. Which concept describes the increasing interconnectedness of cultures and 

economies worldwide? 

5. Name one factor that distinguishes contemporary African art from traditional art. 

1.2 Influences And Movements 

1.2.1 Political and social influences 

Political and social changes have played a significant role in shaping contemporary 

African art. The struggle for independence inspired artists to create works that celebrated 

national identity and cultural pride. Later, themes of democracy, human rights, and social 

justice became prominent. Artists often used their work to critique corruption, inequality, 

and conflict, making art a voice for social transformation. 

Fill in the blank: The struggle for __________ inspired artists to create works that 

celebrated national identity and cultural pride. 

1.2.2 Artistic movements and schools 

Several artistic movements and schools have emerged across Africa, each contributing 

unique perspectives. The Nsukka School in Nigeria is known for its use of uli motifs, 

traditional Igbo designs adapted into modern compositions. The Khartoum School in 

Sudan blended Islamic calligraphy with abstract forms, while South African resistance art 

reflected the fight against apartheid. These movements illustrate how African artists 

combined local traditions with contemporary concerns. 

Fill in the blank: The Nsukka School in Nigeria is known for its use of __________ 

motifs. 

1.2.3 Diaspora connections 

African artists living abroad have also contributed significantly to contemporary art. 

Through exhibitions, collaborations, and global platforms, diaspora artists engage in 



dialogue between African and international art scenes. Their works often explore themes 

of migration, identity, and belonging, bridging cultural gaps and challenging stereotypes. 

This exchange has enriched both African and global art, making contemporary African 

art a truly international phenomenon. 

Fill in the blank: Diaspora artists often explore themes of migration, __________, and 

belonging. 

Pilot questions 1.2 

1. How did the struggle for independence influence contemporary African art? 

2. Which Nigerian art school is associated with uli motifs? 

3. What artistic approach characterised the Khartoum School in Sudan? 

4. What role did South African resistance art play in the fight against apartheid? 

5. Name one theme commonly explored by African diaspora artists. 

 

1.3 Pioneers And Case Studies 

1.3.1 Early contemporary artists 

The foundations of contemporary African art were laid by pioneering figures who 

bridged traditional practices with modern innovations. Artists such as Ben Enwonwu in 

Nigeria combined indigenous aesthetics with Western techniques, producing works that 

symbolised cultural pride and modern identity. Similarly, Ibrahim El-Salahi of Sudan 

integrated Islamic calligraphy with abstract forms, while Skunder Boghossian of 

Ethiopia drew inspiration from African cosmology and surrealism. These artists 

demonstrated that African art could be both rooted in heritage and responsive to global 

artistic currents. 

Fill in the blank: Ben Enwonwu combined indigenous aesthetics with __________ 

techniques. 



1.3.2 Contemporary trailblazers 

Contemporary trailblazers have expanded the scope of African art, gaining recognition on 

international platforms. Yinka Shonibare explores themes of colonialism and identity 

using Dutch wax fabrics, while El Anatsui transforms discarded materials into 

monumental installations that speak to consumption and globalisation. Wangechi Mutu 

addresses gender, race, and postcolonial narratives through multimedia collages and 

sculptures. These artists exemplify how African art engages with pressing global issues 

while retaining cultural specificity. 

Short description: Image of El Anatsui’s monumental bottle-top installation, symbolising 

globalisation and African identity. Caption:  

Plate 1.1 El Anatsui’s artwork as an example of globalised African art.  

Fill in the blank: Yinka Shonibare often uses __________ fabrics to explore themes of 

colonialism and identity. 

1.3.3 Regional highlights 

Contemporary African art is diverse across regions. In West Africa, artists often draw 

upon textile traditions and symbolism. In East Africa, themes of migration and identity 



are prominent. North African artists frequently incorporate Islamic aesthetics and 

political commentary, while Southern African art reflects histories of apartheid and 

reconciliation. These regional highlights illustrate the richness and variety of African 

artistic expression. 

Fill in the blank: Southern African art often reflects histories of __________ and 

reconciliation. 

Pilot questions 1.3 

1. Which Nigerian artist combined indigenous aesthetics with Western techniques to 

symbolise cultural pride? 

2. Name one Sudanese artist who integrated Islamic calligraphy with abstract forms. 

3. What materials does El Anatsui often use in his monumental installations? 

4. Which contemporary artist explores colonialism and identity using Dutch wax 

fabrics? 

5. Identify one theme commonly addressed in Southern African contemporary art. 

  



Series summary 

This Series has introduced you to the historical foundations and development of 

contemporary African art, highlighting its relevance to the wider study of African cultural 

expression. We began by defining contemporary African art and distinguishing it from 

traditional and modern forms, then examined its historical background shaped by colonial 

legacies, independence movements, and postcolonial responses. Following that, we 

explored key concepts such as modernism and globalisation, before moving on to the 

political and social influences that shaped artistic practice. We continued with an 

overview of notable artistic movements and schools, including the Nsukka and Khartoum 

Schools, and concluded by considering the role of diaspora artists in bridging African and 

global art scenes. 

By engaging with these discussions, you should now be able to define contemporary 

African art and explain its historical foundations, analyse the political, social, and 

diaspora influences that shaped its growth, describe significant artistic movements and 

schools, evaluate the contributions of pioneering and contemporary artists, and compare 

regional developments across Africa. In this way, the Series has equipped you with the 

knowledge and skills outlined in the Series Learning Outcomes, preparing you to 

critically engage with contemporary African art both within Africa and in global 

contexts. 

 

Glossary of terms 

• Contemporary African art: Creative works produced by African artists from the 

late twentieth century to the present day, characterised by hybridity, 

experimentation, and engagement with current social, political, and cultural 

realities. 

• Globalisation: The process of increasing interconnectedness of cultures, 

economies, and societies worldwide, influencing how African artists engage with 

both local traditions and international platforms. 



• Modernism: An artistic movement that emphasised innovation and breaking 

away from tradition, often associated with early twentieth-century 

experimentation in style and technique. 

• Nsukka School: A Nigerian art movement known for adapting uli motifs, 

traditional Igbo designs, into modern compositions. 

• Postcolonialism: The intellectual and cultural response to colonial legacies, 

involving efforts to challenge stereotypes, reclaim narratives, and express identity 

after independence. 

• Resistance art: Artistic works created in South Africa during the apartheid era, 

used as a tool to protest oppression and advocate for social justice. 

• Uli motifs: Traditional Igbo decorative patterns, often drawn or painted, that were 

incorporated into modern art by the Nsukka School. 

  



Concept check questions 1 

Objective questions 

1. Define contemporary African art. (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

2. Which Nigerian art school is associated with uli motifs? (Linked to SLO 1.3) 

3. Identify one theme commonly explored by African diaspora artists. (Linked to 

SLO 1.2) 

4. Which concept describes the increasing interconnectedness of cultures and 

economies worldwide? (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

5. Name one artist who uses Dutch wax fabrics to explore colonialism and identity. 

(Linked to SLO 1.4) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Explain how colonial legacies influenced the development of contemporary 

African art. (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

7. Describe the role of South African resistance art in the fight against apartheid. 

(Linked to SLO 1.3) 

8. Analyse the contribution of Ibrahim El-Salahi to contemporary African art. 

(Linked to SLO 1.4) 

Long-answer questions 

9. Evaluate the political and social influences that shaped contemporary African art, 

giving examples from at least two regions. (Linked to SLO 1.2) 

10. Compare the contributions of early pioneers such as Ben Enwonwu with 

contemporary trailblazers like El Anatsui, highlighting similarities and differences 

in their approaches. (Linked to SLO 1.5) 

Answers to concept check questions 1 

Objective questions 



1. Contemporary African art refers to creative works produced by African artists 

from the late twentieth century to the present day, characterised by hybridity, 

experimentation, and global dialogue. 

2. The Nsukka School. 

3. Migration, identity, and belonging. 

4. Globalisation. 

5. Yinka Shonibare. 

Short-answer questions 

6. Colonial legacies restricted African artists to European tastes, but independence 

movements encouraged art as a tool for identity, nationalism, and cultural pride. 

7. Resistance art provided a visual protest against apartheid, highlighting oppression 

and advocating for social justice. 

8. Ibrahim El-Salahi integrated Islamic calligraphy with abstract forms, bridging 

cultural heritage with modern artistic innovation. 

Long-answer questions 

9. Basic response: Political independence inspired art that celebrated national 

identity, while social issues such as democracy and justice shaped themes of 

critique and transformation. For example, West African artists used textiles to 

express cultural pride, while Southern African artists reflected histories of 

apartheid. Value-added response: Beyond these, artists also engaged with global 

political movements, such as pan-Africanism, and responded to international 

conflicts and migration. Diaspora artists enriched the discourse by addressing 

identity and belonging in global contexts. 

10. Basic response: Ben Enwonwu combined indigenous aesthetics with Western 

techniques to symbolise cultural pride, while El Anatsui uses discarded materials 

to address globalisation. Both highlight African identity through innovative 

methods. Value-added response: Enwonwu’s work was rooted in bridging 

colonial and indigenous traditions, whereas El Anatsui’s installations reflect 



contemporary concerns about consumption and interconnectedness. Together, 

they demonstrate the evolving dialogue between heritage and global issues in 

African art. 

Answers to pilot questions 1 

Answers to Pilot Questions 1.1 

1. Contemporary African art. 

2. Independence movements. 

3. Postcolonialism. 

4. Globalisation. 

5. Hybridity. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 1.2 

1. It inspired works celebrating national identity and cultural pride. 

2. Nsukka School. 

3. Integration of Islamic calligraphy with abstract forms. 

4. It protested apartheid and advocated for justice. 

5. Migration. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 1.3 

1. Ben Enwonwu. 

2. Ibrahim El-Salahi. 

3. Discarded bottle tops and other materials. 

4. Yinka Shonibare. 

5. Apartheid and reconciliation. 

  



References and attributions 1 

• Figure 1.1 Comparison of traditional, modern, and contemporary African 

art Attribution: Suggested as an AI-generated diagram. Prompt: “Create a simple 

diagram comparing traditional, modern, and contemporary African art styles 

with labelled features.” Source suggestion: Open Educational Resource (OER) 

search string “traditional vs modern vs contemporary African art diagram OER”. 

• Plate 1.1 El Anatsui’s artwork as an example of globalised African art 

Attribution: Suggested as an AI-generated image. Prompt: “Generate an image of 

El Anatsui’s bottle-top installation representing globalisation in African art.” 

Source suggestion: OER search string “El Anatsui bottle-top installation OER 

image”. 

• Key terms and concepts referenced in Series 1 

o Contemporary African art: Defined within the instructional content. 

o Globalisation: Defined within the instructional content. 

o Modernism: Defined within the instructional content. 

o Nsukka School: Defined within the instructional content. 

o Postcolonialism: Defined within the instructional content. 

o Resistance art: Defined within the instructional content. 

o Uli motifs: Defined within the instructional content. 

• General references for Series 1 content Suggested scholarly and open 

educational sources for further reading: 

o Oguibe, O. (1999). The Culture Game. University of Minnesota Press. 

o Hassan, S. (1999). Authenticity, Appropriation, and Contemporary African 

Art. Africa Today, 46(2), 125–140. 

o Enwezor, O. (2001). The Short Century: Independence and Liberation 

Movements in Africa 1945–1994. Prestel. 

o Kasfir, S. L. (2007). Contemporary African Art. Thames & Hudson. 



Series 2 Cultural Production and Relevance 

Series outline 

Part 2.1: Foundations and Processes of Cultural Production 

• Sub-Part 2.1.1: Understanding Cultural Production 

• Sub-Part 2.1.2: Processes of Making and Meaning 

• Sub-Part 2.1.3: Artists, Materials, Skills and Technologies 

Part 2.2: Agents, Institutions and Networks 

• Sub-Part 2.2.1: Artists, Communities and Cultural Producers 

• Sub-Part 2.2.2: Museums, Galleries, Festivals and Art Spaces 

• Sub-Part 2.2.3: Markets, Media and Digital Platforms 

Part 2.3: Cultural Relevance in Contemporary African Art 

• Sub-Part 2.3.1: Identity, Memory and Representation 

• Sub-Part 2.3.2: Social Engagement and Community Relevance 

• Sub-Part 2.3.3: Global Exchange and Local Contexts 

 

Introduction 

Cultural production helps you understand how contemporary African art is created, 

circulated, interpreted, and made meaningful within society. A work of art does not 

emerge from the artist alone. It can be shaped by inherited cultural knowledge, materials, 

skills, institutions, audiences, technology, economic conditions, and debates about 

identity and social change. In contemporary African art, these factors often meet across 

local, national, continental, and global settings. 

The aim of this Series is to help you examine the processes through which contemporary 

African art is produced and to evaluate why those processes matter to cultural life. You 



will consider the roles of artists and communities, institutions and art spaces, markets and 

media, as well as the ways contemporary artists address identity, memory, social issues, 

and global exchange. 

We shall begin by examining the foundations and processes of cultural production, 

including how ideas, materials, skills, and technologies come together in artistic practice. 

Next, we will study the people, institutions, markets, media, and digital networks that 

support the production and circulation of art. Finally, we will examine the cultural 

relevance of contemporary African art through identity, memory, representation, 

community engagement, and the relationship between local contexts and global 

exchange. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

SLO 2.1 explain the major processes involved in the production of contemporary African 

art, 

SLO 2.2 analyse the roles of artists, communities, institutions, markets, media, and 

technologies in cultural production, 

SLO 2.3 examine how cultural production shapes the circulation and reception of 

contemporary African art, 

SLO 2.4 evaluate the cultural relevance of contemporary African art to identity, memory, 

representation, and social engagement, and 

SLO 2.5 assess how contemporary African artists negotiate local cultural contexts and 

global artistic networks. 

 



2.1 Foundations And Processes Of Cultural Production 

2.1.1 Understanding cultural production 

Cultural production refers to the processes through which people create, develop, 

communicate, circulate, and give meaning to cultural forms. In contemporary African art, 

this includes more than the physical act of making an artwork. You can think of cultural 

production as a chain that connects an artist's ideas with materials, skills, cultural 

knowledge, audiences, institutions, and the social conditions in which the work is 

encountered. The process therefore involves both creative decisions and the cultural 

environment surrounding them. 

For example, an artist may draw on a local textile tradition while using a contemporary 

installation format to address migration, memory, or environmental change. The resulting 

work can carry meanings from the source tradition while also responding to present-day 

concerns. Cultural production is therefore dynamic: artists select, adapt, combine, 

question, and transform cultural resources rather than simply reproducing them. 

Fill in the blank: Cultural production includes the creation, communication, circulation, 

and giving of __________ to cultural forms. 

2.1.2 Processes of making and meaning 

The production of an artwork usually begins with an idea, question, experience, or 

observation. You then make choices about subject matter, form, material, technique, 

scale, and presentation. These choices influence how viewers encounter the work. 

Meaning is not produced by the artist alone because audiences bring their own 

experiences and cultural knowledge to interpretation. A work can therefore acquire 

additional meanings as it moves between different social settings. 

Consider an artist who transforms discarded metal objects into a large installation. The 

material may recall everyday consumption, labour, waste, or industrial activity. When the 

work is displayed in a gallery, viewers may interpret it through the conventions of 

contemporary art, while viewers in the artist's community may connect it with local 



experiences of work and material reuse. The production process and the context of 

display work together to shape meaning. 

Fill in the blank: Meaning in an artwork can be shaped by both the artist and the 

__________ who encounter it. 

 

2.1.3 Artists, materials, skills and technologies 

Artists make cultural production possible through knowledge, experimentation, technical 

skills, and material choices. Materials may include paint, textile, wood, metal, clay, 

photography, found objects, sound, video, or digital media. The choice of material can be 

significant because it may connect the artwork to a history, place, occupation, 

environmental condition, or cultural practice. 

Technology has also expanded the ways African artists can produce and share work. 

Photography, video, digital editing, projection, social media, and online exhibition spaces 

can support new forms of experimentation and audience engagement. However, 

technology does not automatically determine artistic meaning. You should examine how 

artists use available technologies in relation to their ideas, resources, audiences, and 

cultural contexts. 

Fill in the blank: An artist's choice of material can connect an artwork to a particular 

history, place, occupation, or __________ condition. 



Figure 2.1 Cultural production process in contemporary African art. Attribution: 

Suggested as an AI-generated diagram.  

 

Pilot questions 2.1 

1. Define cultural production in relation to contemporary African art. 

2. Identify two factors that can influence the meaning of an artwork. 

3. Why is the choice of material important in cultural production? 

4. State one way technology can affect contemporary African artistic practice. 

5. Explain why cultural production involves more than the physical making of an 

artwork. 



2.2 Agents, Institutions And Networks 

2.2.1 Artists, communities and cultural producers 

Artists are central cultural producers, but they work within communities and networks 

that influence what is made and how it is understood. Family histories, local knowledge, 

religious practices, popular culture, craft traditions, political experiences, and everyday 

life can provide materials for artistic thinking. Community members may also participate 

directly as collaborators, audiences, subjects, advisers, or custodians of cultural 

knowledge. 

This relationship can be seen in projects that involve community stories, public spaces, 

local craft skills, or collective memory. Such projects may challenge the idea of the artist 

as an isolated individual. Instead, they show cultural production as a process in which 

knowledge and meaning can be shared, negotiated, and transformed. 

Fill in the blank: Cultural production can involve artists working with communities as 

collaborators, audiences, subjects, or custodians of cultural __________. 

2.2.2 Museums, galleries, festivals and art spaces 

Institutions and art spaces influence how contemporary African art is presented and 

received. Museums and galleries can provide places for exhibition, preservation, 

education, and public discussion. Festivals, biennales, artist residencies, universities, and 

independent art spaces can create opportunities for artists to meet audiences, exchange 

ideas, develop new work, and participate in wider conversations. 

The institutional setting can also affect interpretation. A work shown in a museum may 

be presented as part of a historical or cultural narrative, while the same work in an 

independent space may be discussed through current political or social questions. You 

should therefore ask not only what an artwork depicts, but also where it is shown, who 

selected it, what information accompanies it, and which audiences are invited to engage 

with it. 



Fill in the blank: Museums and galleries can support exhibition, preservation, education, 

and public __________ about art. 

2.2.3 Markets, media and digital platforms 

The circulation of contemporary African art is influenced by markets, journalism, 

publishing, television, photography, social media, and digital platforms. Art markets can 

connect artists with collectors and institutions, while media can increase visibility and 

shape public discussion. Digital platforms can allow artists to present their work to 

audiences beyond their immediate locations and can support professional networking and 

collaboration. 

These channels also create challenges. Market demand can influence which works 

receive attention, while media narratives can simplify complex cultural contexts. Digital 

visibility can broaden an artist's audience, but it can also detach an image from the 

circumstances in which the work was produced. As a learner, you should examine both 

the opportunities and the power relationships involved in the circulation of art. 

Fill in the blank: Digital platforms can expand an artist's access to audiences beyond the 

artist's immediate __________. 



Figure 2.2 Cultural production network.  

 

Pilot questions 2.2 

1. Identify two ways communities can participate in cultural production. 

2. State two functions of museums and galleries in relation to contemporary African art. 

3. How can festivals and biennales contribute to cultural production? 

4. Explain one opportunity created by digital platforms for African artists. 

5. Identify one challenge that can arise when art is circulated through markets or media. 

 



2.3 Cultural Relevance In Contemporary African Art 

2.3.1 Identity, memory and representation 

Contemporary African artists frequently engage with questions of identity, memory, and 

representation. Identity can involve relationships to place, language, ethnicity, gender, 

generation, migration, history, or the African diaspora. Memory can connect personal 

experiences with wider histories, including colonialism, independence, conflict, 

displacement, and changing urban life. 

Representation is equally important because images of Africa have often been produced 

through external viewpoints. Contemporary artists may respond by presenting their own 

experiences, questioning stereotypes, recovering overlooked histories, or creating more 

complex representations of African life. You should therefore consider who is 

represented, who is speaking, whose perspective is visible, and how artistic choices 

influence the viewer's understanding. 

Fill in the blank: Contemporary African art can use identity, memory, and representation 

to question cultural __________. 

2.3.2 Social engagement and community relevance 

Art can be culturally relevant when it connects with issues that matter to communities. 

Artists may address inequality, environmental concerns, migration, gender, political 

participation, public memory, or access to cultural resources. Some works invite direct 

participation, while others encourage reflection or debate. The social relevance of an 

artwork therefore depends partly on its relationship with the experiences and concerns of 

its audiences. 

For instance, an artist working with a community affected by environmental degradation 

may collect local stories, photographs, or discarded materials and transform them into an 

installation. The work can function as an artistic statement while also creating a space for 

discussion about the community's experience. Such practice demonstrates how cultural 

production can connect creative activity with social knowledge. 



Fill in the blank: Socially engaged art can connect creative activity with the experiences 

and concerns of __________. 

2.3.3 Global exchange and local contexts 

Contemporary African artists participate in local and global networks at the same time. 

Exhibitions, residencies, biennales, universities, galleries, online platforms, and diaspora 

connections can expose artists to ideas and audiences from different parts of the world. 

Global exchange can encourage experimentation and collaboration, but it can also raise 

questions about how African art is presented to international audiences. 

A useful approach is to avoid treating local and global influences as opposites. An artist 

can work with local cultural references while engaging international artistic languages, 

technologies, or exhibition systems. Cultural relevance is strengthened when you 

examine how the artist negotiates these relationships rather than assuming that global 

visibility means abandoning local identity. 

Fill in the blank: Contemporary African artists often negotiate between local cultural 

contexts and __________ artistic networks. 

Pilot questions 2.3 

1. Identify three issues that can shape artistic discussions of identity and memory. 

2. Explain why representation is important in contemporary African art. 

3. How can socially engaged art connect with community experiences? 

4. State one benefit and one challenge of global exchange for African artists. 

5. Explain why local and global influences should not automatically be treated as 

opposites. 

  



Series summary 

This Series has examined cultural production as a process through which contemporary 

African art is created, circulated, interpreted, and made relevant within society. We began 

by considering how ideas, materials, skills, technologies, and audiences contribute to 

artistic production. You also learned that meaning develops through interaction between 

artists, artworks, audiences, and cultural contexts. 

We then examined the roles of artists, communities, museums, galleries, festivals, 

markets, media, and digital platforms in supporting and shaping the circulation of art. 

Finally, we explored cultural relevance through identity, memory, representation, social 

engagement, and global exchange. You should now be able to explain cultural production 

processes, analyse the roles of its major agents, examine how art circulates, evaluate its 

cultural relevance, and assess how artists negotiate local and global contexts. 

Glossary of terms 

Audience: People who encounter, interpret, discuss, or otherwise engage with an artwork 

or artistic practice. 

Cultural production: The processes through which cultural forms are created, developed, 

circulated, interpreted, and given meaning. 

Cultural producer: A person or group involved in creating, shaping, organising, 

circulating, or interpreting cultural forms. 

Cultural relevance: The extent to which an artwork or artistic practice connects 

meaningfully with cultural experiences, values, identities, or social concerns. 

Digital platform: An online environment through which artists can create, present, 

circulate, discuss, or promote cultural work. 

Global exchange: The movement of ideas, practices, people, artworks, and cultural 

influences across national and regional boundaries. 



Identity: The ways individuals or communities understand and express who they are in 

relation to culture, history, place, and social experience. 

Institution: An organised body or established setting, such as a museum, gallery, 

university, festival, or art centre, that supports cultural activity. 

Representation: The way people, places, cultures, experiences, or ideas are depicted and 

given meaning through artistic or cultural forms. 

Social engagement: Artistic interaction with social issues, communities, experiences, or 

public concerns. 

Concept check questions 2 

Objective questions 

1. Define cultural production in contemporary African art. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

2. Identify one role communities can play in cultural production. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

3. State one function of museums or galleries in the art world. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

4. Identify one issue through which contemporary African artists explore cultural 

relevance. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

5. What is one way digital platforms affect the circulation of African art? (Linked to SLO 

2.3) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Explain how material choices can contribute to the cultural meaning of an artwork. 

(Linked to SLO 2.1) 

7. Analyse how institutions and communities can influence the production and reception 

of contemporary African art. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 



8. Explain why representation is important when contemporary African artists address 

identity and memory. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

Long-answer questions 

9. Evaluate the opportunities and challenges created by markets, media, and digital 

platforms for the cultural production and circulation of contemporary African art. (Linked 

to SLO 2.3) 

10. Assess how an African artist can negotiate local cultural identity while participating 

in global artistic networks. Use relevant examples in your discussion. (Linked to SLO 

2.5) 

Answers to concept check questions 2 

Objective questions 

1. Cultural production refers to the processes through which cultural forms are created, 

developed, circulated, interpreted, and given meaning. 

2. Communities can contribute as collaborators, audiences, subjects, advisers, or 

custodians of cultural knowledge. 

3. Museums and galleries can provide spaces for exhibition, preservation, education, 

interpretation, and public discussion. 

4. Examples include identity, memory, representation, migration, inequality, 

environmental concerns, gender, and political participation. 

5. Digital platforms can broaden an artist's access to audiences, networks, publicity, and 

opportunities beyond the artist's immediate location. 

Short-answer questions 



6. Materials can connect an artwork to particular histories, places, occupations, 

environments, or cultural practices. The material can therefore contribute meaning 

beyond its physical function. 

7. Communities can provide knowledge, stories, participation, audiences, and cultural 

context. Institutions can provide exhibition spaces, funding, education, preservation, 

professional networks, and interpretive frameworks. Together they can influence both 

how art is produced and how audiences receive it. 

8. Representation matters because artistic images can reinforce or challenge existing 

ideas about Africa and African identities. Artists can use representation to question 

stereotypes, recover overlooked histories, and present perspectives grounded in their own 

experiences. 

Long-answer questions 

9. Basic response: Markets can connect artists with collectors, while media and digital 

platforms can increase visibility and access to audiences. These channels can create 

professional opportunities and support wider circulation. However, market demand may 

influence what receives attention, while media and digital circulation can simplify or 

detach artworks from their cultural contexts. Value-added response: A strong answer 

should evaluate both access and power, considering who controls visibility, how 

narratives are framed, and how artists can use these channels without losing control over 

the meanings and contexts of their work. 

10. Basic response: An artist can draw on local histories, symbols, materials, languages, 

or community experiences while using contemporary techniques and participating in 

international exhibitions or digital networks. Value-added response: The strongest 

discussion will show that local and global influences can interact rather than simply 

compete. The artist may adapt local cultural resources to new contexts, negotiate 

international expectations, and retain cultural specificity while participating in wider 

artistic conversations. 



Answers to pilot questions 2 

Answers to Pilot Questions 2.1 

1. Cultural production is the process through which cultural forms are created, developed, 

circulated, interpreted, and given meaning. 

2. The artist and the audience can both influence meaning; cultural context, materials, 

institutions, and social conditions can also influence it. 

3. Materials can connect artworks to histories, places, occupations, environments, or 

cultural practices. 

4. Technology can support new forms of production, experimentation, documentation, 

communication, and audience engagement. 

5. It involves ideas, cultural knowledge, materials, skills, audiences, institutions, 

circulation, interpretation, and social context in addition to physical making. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 2.2 

1. Communities can participate as collaborators, audiences, subjects, advisers, or 

custodians of cultural knowledge. 

2. Museums and galleries can support exhibition, preservation, education, interpretation, 

and public discussion. 

3. They can provide opportunities for exhibition, exchange, networking, experimentation, 

and engagement with diverse audiences. 

4. Digital platforms can allow artists to reach audiences and professional networks 

beyond their immediate locations. 

5. Market demand or media framing may influence which works receive attention and 

may simplify complex cultural contexts. 



Answers to Pilot Questions 2.3 

1. Identity, memory, migration, colonial history, gender, language, place, and diaspora 

experience are possible examples. 

2. Representation matters because it influences how people, cultures, histories, and 

experiences are seen and understood. 

3. It can involve community stories, participation, local materials, public discussion, or 

artistic projects responding to community concerns. 

4. A benefit is wider access to ideas, audiences, collaborations, and opportunities. A 

challenge is the possibility of external expectations or simplified representations of 

African cultural contexts. 

5. Artists can draw on local cultural resources while engaging global techniques, 

technologies, institutions, and networks. 

  



References and attributions 2 

Figure 2.1 Cultural production process in contemporary African art. Attribution: 
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Representation: Defined within the instructional content. 



Social engagement: Defined within the instructional content. 
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Enwezor, O. (2001). The Short Century: Independence and Liberation Movements in 
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Series 3 Symbolic Icons and Iconographies 

Series outline 

• Part 3.1: Foundations of Symbols and Icons 

• Sub-Part 3.1.1: Defining Symbols, Icons and Iconography 

• Sub-Part 3.1.2: Sources and Formation of Visual Symbols 

• Sub-Part 3.1.3: Meaning, Context and Interpretation 

Part 3.2: African Icons and Iconographic Traditions 

• Sub-Part 3.2.1: Masks, Figures and Ancestral Imagery 

• Sub-Part 3.2.2: Textiles, Patterns and Material Symbols 

• Sub-Part 3.2.3: Contemporary Reworking of African Icons 

Part 3.3: Iconography in Contemporary African Art 

• Sub-Part 3.3.1: Identity, Power and Representation 

• Sub-Part 3.3.2: Religious, Political and Social Iconographies 

• Sub-Part 3.3.3: Global Circulation and Changing Meanings 

 

Introduction 

Symbols and icons are important ways through which artists communicate ideas that may not be 

fully expressed through words. In contemporary African art, visual meanings can emerge from 

objects, patterns, figures, gestures, colours, materials, places, and references to histories or 

cultural practices. These meanings are not fixed in every situation. They can change according to 

the artist's intention, the cultural context, the audience, and the setting in which an artwork is 

encountered. 

The aim of this Series is to help you examine symbolic icons and iconographies in contemporary 

African art and to interpret how visual signs communicate cultural, social, religious, and political 

meanings. You will learn to distinguish symbols from icons, identify sources of African visual 

symbolism, and examine how contemporary artists adapt inherited images and visual languages. 

We shall begin by defining symbols, icons, and iconography and examining how visual symbols 

are formed through cultural experience and context. Next, we will explore African iconographic 



traditions through masks, figures, ancestral imagery, textiles, patterns, and material symbols, 

while considering how contemporary artists rework these forms. Finally, we will examine 

iconography in contemporary African art through identity, power, religion, politics, social 

concerns, and the changing meanings that occur when African visual forms circulate across 

different contexts. 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

SLO 3.1 define symbols, icons, and iconography in relation to contemporary African art, 

SLO 3.2 analyse how cultural experience and context contribute to the formation and 

interpretation of visual symbols, 

SLO 3.3 identify major African iconographic traditions and explain their cultural significance, 

SLO 3.4 evaluate how contemporary African artists adapt, transform, or challenge inherited icons 

and iconographies, and 

SLO 3.5 assess how the meaning of African visual symbols changes across social, political, 

religious, and global contexts. 

 

3.1 Foundations Of Symbols And Icons 

3.1.1 Defining symbols, icons and iconography 

A symbol is a visual, material, or other sign that communicates an idea, value, identity, belief, or 

experience beyond its immediate physical appearance. An icon is an image, figure, object, or sign 

that has become strongly associated with a particular person, idea, community, belief, or cultural 

meaning. Iconography refers to the study and interpretation of the subjects, symbols, attributes, 

and visual conventions used in artworks. 

These terms overlap, but they are not identical. A symbol can communicate an idea through an 

agreed or culturally learned association. An icon can become recognisable because of its strong 

association with a subject or meaning. Iconography allows you to examine how such images and 

signs work together within an artwork or body of art. When studying contemporary African art, 

you should ask what a sign represents, where its meaning comes from, and how the artist has used 

it. 



Fill in the blank: The study and interpretation of subjects, symbols, attributes, and visual 

conventions in artworks is called __________. 

3.1.2 Sources and formation of visual symbols 

Visual symbols develop from many sources, including oral traditions, religious beliefs, political 

histories, social practices, natural environments, material culture, language, and everyday 

experience. A symbol may be learned within a community and passed across generations, but 

artists can also create new symbols or give existing ones new meanings. 

For example, a repeated pattern may carry cultural associations because of its history within a 

textile tradition. A contemporary artist may retain the pattern, modify it, enlarge it, or place it in a 

new medium. The original association may remain visible while the new context introduces 

additional meanings. Symbol formation is therefore connected to cultural memory as well as 

artistic experimentation. 

Fill in the blank: Visual symbols can develop from oral traditions, religious beliefs, political 

histories, social practices, and __________ experience. 

3.1.3 Meaning, context and interpretation 

The meaning of a symbol cannot always be determined by looking at its shape alone. You need to 

consider the context in which it appears. Context may include the artist's cultural background, the 

title of the work, the materials used, the location of display, the historical period, and the intended 

or actual audience. 

The same visual form can carry different meanings in different contexts. A mask, for example, 

may relate to ritual and performance in one setting, while a contemporary artist may use mask 

imagery to discuss identity, concealment, migration, or social expectations. Rather than assuming 

that every African visual symbol has one permanent meaning, you should investigate the 

particular cultural and artistic context in which it is used. 

Fill in the blank: The meaning of a visual symbol should be examined in relation to its cultural 

and artistic __________. 

 



Figure 3.1 Relationship between symbol, icon and iconography. Attribution: Suggested as an AI-

generated educational diagram. 

 

Pilot questions 3.1 

1. Define a symbol in relation to art. 

2. What does iconography involve? 

3. Identify two sources from which visual symbols can develop. 

4. Why is context important when interpreting a symbol? 

5. Explain one difference between an icon and a symbol. 

 

3.2 African Icons And Iconographic Traditions 

3.2.1 Masks, figures and ancestral imagery 

Masks, human figures, animals, and ancestral imagery have long provided important visual 

resources within African artistic traditions. Their meanings vary across communities and 

historical settings, so you should avoid treating African cultures as a single symbolic system. In 

some contexts, masks can be connected to performance, social roles, spiritual beliefs, initiation, 



or community identity. Human and ancestral figures may communicate ideas about lineage, 

memory, authority, or relationships between generations. 

Contemporary artists may refer to these visual forms without reproducing their original functions. 

A mask-like image can become a way to explore identity or concealment, while an ancestral 

figure can become a reflection on memory and history. The contemporary use of an inherited icon 

therefore requires attention to both its earlier cultural associations and the new context created by 

the artist. 

Fill in the blank: In some African contexts, masks can be connected to performance, social roles, 

spiritual beliefs, initiation, and community __________. 

3.2.2 Textiles, patterns and material symbols 

Textiles and patterns can communicate social and cultural meanings through colour, arrangement, 

repetition, technique, and material. Across African societies, cloth can be connected with status, 

celebration, identity, political expression, memory, or everyday life. However, the meaning of a 

pattern or textile should be established from its particular cultural and historical context rather 

than assumed to be universal. 

Contemporary artists often move textile forms into painting, sculpture, installation, photography, 

or mixed media. They may quote a pattern, fragment a textile, enlarge a motif, or combine 

traditional materials with industrial or digital processes. These strategies can make inherited 

visual languages part of new conversations about identity, history, gender, consumption, 

migration, and global exchange. 

Fill in the blank: The meaning of a textile pattern should be interpreted in relation to its specific 

cultural and __________ context. 

3.2.3 Contemporary reworking of African icons 

Contemporary African artists frequently adapt inherited icons rather than simply copying them. 

Reworking can involve changing scale, medium, colour, placement, material, or surrounding 

imagery. It can also involve combining an older visual form with contemporary subjects such as 

urban life, migration, politics, technology, or environmental change. 

This process allows artists to maintain a connection with cultural memory while questioning how 

inherited images are understood in the present. For example, an artist may use a familiar cultural 



motif in an unexpected medium to make viewers reconsider its history or relevance. The new 

work can therefore function as both a reference to the past and a contemporary statement. 

Fill in the blank: Contemporary artists can adapt inherited icons by changing their scale, medium, 

colour, placement, material, or surrounding __________. 

 

 

Figure 3.2 African visual symbols and their contexts. Attribution:  

 

Pilot questions 3.2 

1. Identify two visual forms that can function as African icons or iconographic resources. 

2. State two possible meanings associated with masks in particular cultural contexts. 

3. Why should textile patterns be interpreted within their cultural and historical contexts? 

4. Identify two ways contemporary artists can rework inherited visual forms. 

5. Explain how reworking an inherited icon can connect the past with present concerns. 

 



3.3 Iconography In Contemporary African Art 

3.3.1 Identity, power and representation 

Iconography can help artists examine who is represented, how identities are constructed, and 

which histories receive visibility. Contemporary African artists may use portraits, clothing, body 

imagery, cultural objects, symbols, or historical references to question stereotypes and present 

alternative perspectives. Such visual choices can make identity a subject of artistic investigation 

rather than a fixed category. 

Power also operates through representation. Images can reinforce dominant ideas, but they can 

also challenge them. An artist may reclaim an image that has previously been used to stereotype 

African people or transform a familiar cultural sign into a statement of dignity, resistance, or self-

definition. You should therefore examine both what an image shows and what ideas about power 

and identity it communicates. 

Fill in the blank: Iconography can help artists examine identity, representation, and the 

distribution of cultural __________. 

3.3.2 Religious, political and social iconographies 

Visual symbols can communicate religious, political, and social ideas. Religious iconography 

may draw on sacred objects, figures, gestures, colours, or spaces. Political iconography can 

include national symbols, portraits, monuments, protest imagery, or signs associated with 

authority and resistance. Social iconography can address family, gender, class, migration, labour, 

community, or everyday life. 

In contemporary African art, artists may combine these categories. A work can use a religious 

form to question political authority, or use a national symbol to discuss belonging and exclusion. 

The interpretation should therefore consider the relationships among the visual sign, the subject 

being addressed, the historical moment, and the audience. 

Fill in the blank: Political iconography can include national symbols, portraits, monuments, 

protest imagery, and signs associated with authority and __________. 

3.3.3 Global circulation and changing meanings 

African visual symbols increasingly circulate through exhibitions, museums, galleries, festivals, 

publications, social media, and digital platforms. As symbols move between contexts, their 

meanings can be expanded, questioned, simplified, or misunderstood. A visual form that has a 



specific meaning within one community may be read differently by an international audience 

unfamiliar with its cultural history. 

Global circulation therefore creates both opportunities and responsibilities. It can increase 

visibility for African artists and introduce audiences to cultural histories, but it can also encourage 

the removal of symbols from their original contexts. When you interpret a work, investigate the 

cultural source of its imagery and consider how the artist has adapted it for a new audience or 

setting. 

Fill in the blank: When visual symbols move between cultural contexts, their meanings can be 

expanded, questioned, simplified, or __________. 

Pilot questions 3.3 

1. How can iconography contribute to discussions of identity? 

2. Identify two examples of political iconography. 

3. Name two areas of social life that can be addressed through social iconography. 

4. State one opportunity created by the global circulation of African visual symbols. 

5. Explain one risk associated with removing a visual symbol from its original cultural context. 

  



Series summary 

This Series has examined the role of symbols, icons, and iconography in contemporary African 

art. You began by distinguishing these concepts and examining how visual symbols develop from 

cultural experience, religious beliefs, political histories, material culture, and everyday life. You 

also learned that visual meaning depends strongly on context and should not be assumed to be 

fixed across all African societies. 

We then considered masks, figures, ancestral imagery, textiles, patterns, and other material forms 

as important iconographic resources, while examining how contemporary artists adapt inherited 

visual languages. Finally, we explored iconography in relation to identity, power, representation, 

religion, politics, social concerns, and global circulation. You should now be able to define and 

analyse symbolic systems, identify major iconographic resources, evaluate contemporary 

reworking, and assess how visual meanings change across cultural contexts. 

Glossary of terms 

Icon: An image, figure, object, or sign that has become strongly associated with a particular 

person, idea, belief, community, or cultural meaning. 

Iconography: The study and interpretation of subjects, symbols, attributes, and visual conventions 

in artworks. 

Material culture: Physical objects and materials through which people express, preserve, and 

communicate cultural practices and meanings. 

Motif: A recurring visual element, pattern, image, or design that can contribute to the meaning 

and structure of an artwork. 

Representation: The way people, identities, cultures, histories, or ideas are depicted and given 

meaning through visual forms. 

Symbol: A visual, material, or other sign that communicates an idea, value, identity, belief, or 

experience beyond its immediate physical appearance. 

Visual language: The system of images, signs, forms, colours, materials, and arrangements 

through which visual works communicate meaning. 

  



Concept check questions 3 

Objective questions 

1. Define iconography in relation to art. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

2. Identify one source from which visual symbols can develop. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

3. Name one African iconographic resource discussed in this Series. (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

4. Identify one reason contemporary artists rework inherited icons. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

5. What can happen to a symbol's meaning when it moves into a different cultural context? 

(Linked to SLO 3.5) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Explain why context is important when interpreting symbols in contemporary African art. 

(Linked to SLO 3.2) 

7. Analyse how contemporary artists can transform inherited African visual forms without simply 

reproducing them. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

8. Explain how iconography can be used to address identity and power. (Linked to SLO 3.5) 

Long-answer questions 

9. Evaluate the cultural significance of African iconographic traditions in contemporary art, using 

examples of masks, textiles, figures, or other visual forms. (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

10. Assess the opportunities and challenges created when African visual symbols circulate 

through global exhibitions, media, and digital platforms. (Linked to SLO 3.5) 

Answers to concept check questions 3 

Objective questions 

1. Iconography is the study and interpretation of subjects, symbols, attributes, and visual 

conventions in artworks. 

2. Possible sources include oral traditions, religious beliefs, political histories, social practices, 

material culture, language, natural environments, and everyday experience. 



3. Possible examples include masks, ancestral figures, textiles, patterns, human figures, animals, 

and culturally significant material forms. 

4. Artists may rework inherited icons to connect cultural memory with present concerns, question 

established meanings, challenge stereotypes, or create new visual statements. 

5. Its meaning can be expanded, questioned, simplified, or misunderstood when it enters a 

different cultural context. 

Short-answer questions 

6. Context helps you consider the artist's cultural background, title, materials, location, historical 

period, and audience. These factors can change how a symbol is understood, so its meaning 

should not be assumed from appearance alone. 

7. Artists can change an inherited form's scale, medium, colour, placement, material, or 

surrounding imagery. They can also combine it with contemporary subjects, creating a work that 

refers to cultural memory while producing new meanings. 

8. Iconography can present or question identities and can communicate ideas about authority, 

resistance, dignity, belonging, and representation. Artists can reclaim or transform images that 

have been used to stereotype or control representations of African people. 

Long-answer questions 

9. Basic response: African iconographic traditions provide artists with visual resources connected 

to cultural memory and identity. Masks, textiles, figures, and patterns can communicate ideas 

about community, status, belief, history, and belonging. Contemporary artists can adapt these 

resources to address present concerns. Value-added response: A strong answer should avoid 

treating Africa as one symbolic system and should explain that meanings vary by community and 

context. It should also show how contemporary reworking can preserve cultural reference while 

questioning or extending inherited meanings. 

10. Basic response: Global circulation can increase visibility, create new audiences, and 

encourage cultural exchange. However, symbols may be simplified or misunderstood when 

audiences do not know their cultural histories. Value-added response: A strong answer should 

assess both the opportunities and responsibilities of circulation, including the artist's control over 

context, the role of museums and media, and the effects of digital reproduction on interpretation. 



Answers to pilot questions 3 

Answers to Pilot Questions 3.1 

1. A symbol communicates an idea, value, identity, belief, or experience beyond its immediate 

physical appearance. 

2. Iconography involves studying and interpreting the subjects, symbols, attributes, and visual 

conventions used in artworks. 

3. Possible sources include oral traditions, religious beliefs, political histories, social practices, 

material culture, language, and everyday experience. 

4. Context helps explain how the artist's background, materials, location, historical period, and 

audience influence the meaning of a visual sign. 

5. A symbol is a sign that communicates a wider idea or association, while an icon is an image, 

figure, object, or sign strongly associated with a particular subject, idea, belief, or community. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 3.2 

1. Possible examples include masks, human figures, animals, ancestral imagery, textiles, patterns, 

and culturally significant objects. 

2. Depending on context, masks may relate to performance, social roles, spiritual beliefs, 

initiation, or community identity. 

3. Patterns can have specific meanings connected to particular histories, communities, materials, 

and cultural practices. 

4. Artists can change scale, medium, colour, placement, material, or surrounding imagery. 

5. Reworking can retain connections with cultural memory while introducing contemporary 

concerns and new interpretations. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 3.3 

1. Iconography can communicate, construct, question, or reclaim identities through images and 

visual signs. 

2. National symbols, portraits, monuments, and protest imagery are examples. 



3. Family, gender, class, migration, labour, community, and everyday life are possible examples. 

4. Global circulation can increase visibility and allow African artists to reach wider audiences and 

participate in international cultural exchange. 

5. The symbol may be simplified, misunderstood, commercialised, or interpreted without 

knowledge of its original cultural context. 

  



References and attributions 3 

Figure 3.1 Relationship between symbol, icon and iconography. Attribution: Suggested as an AI-

generated educational diagram. Prompt: “Create a simple academic diagram distinguishing 

symbol, icon, and iconography, showing how each contributes to the interpretation of 

contemporary African art.” Source suggestion: Open Educational Resource (OER) search string 
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Icon: Defined within the instructional content. 

Iconography: Defined within the instructional content. 

Material culture: Defined within the instructional content. 

Motif: Defined within the instructional content. 

Representation: Defined within the instructional content. 

Symbol: Defined within the instructional content. 

Visual language: Defined within the instructional content. 

General references for Series 3 content Suggested scholarly and open educational sources for 

further reading: 

Kasfir, S. L. (2007). Contemporary African Art. Thames & Hudson. 

Oguibe, O. (1999). The Culture Game. University of Minnesota Press. 

Enwezor, O. (2001). The Short Century: Independence and Liberation Movements in Africa 

1945–1994. Prestel. 

Hassan, S. (1999). Authenticity, Appropriation, and Contemporary African Art. Africa Today, 

46(2), 125–140.



Series 4 Interpretation And Appreciation Of Forms 

Series outline 

Part 4.1: Foundations of Interpretation and Appreciation 

• Sub-Part 4.1.1: Understanding Artistic Form 

• Sub-Part 4.1.2: Observation, Description and Visual Analysis 

• Sub-Part 4.1.3: Interpretation, Evidence and Context 

Part 4.2: Elements and Principles in Contemporary African Art 

• Sub-Part 4.2.1: Line, Shape, Colour, Texture and Space 

• Sub-Part 4.2.2: Balance, Rhythm, Emphasis, Scale and Movement 

• Sub-Part 4.2.3: Materials, Medium and Technique 

Part 4.3: Appreciation and Critical Response 

• Sub-Part 4.3.1: Personal Response and Cultural Context 

• Sub-Part 4.3.2: Evaluating Form, Meaning and Artistic Choices 

• Sub-Part 4.3.3: Writing and Communicating an Art Appreciation 

 

Introduction 

To interpret and appreciate contemporary African art, you need to move beyond simply 

identifying what an artwork depicts. Interpretation involves examining how visual and material 

choices contribute to meaning, while appreciation involves developing an informed response to 

the qualities, ideas, cultural references, and experiences communicated by the work. Form is 

central to this process because line, shape, colour, texture, space, scale, composition, material, 

and technique all affect how an artwork is encountered. 

The aim of this Series is to help you develop a practical method for observing, describing, 

interpreting, and evaluating forms in contemporary African art. You will learn to distinguish 

observation from interpretation, support interpretations with visual evidence, and consider the 

cultural and historical contexts in which artworks are produced and viewed. 

We shall begin with the foundations of interpretation and appreciation, focusing on artistic form, 

observation, description, visual analysis, evidence, and context. Next, we will examine major 



elements and principles of art and how contemporary African artists use materials and techniques 

to construct visual experiences. Finally, we will develop ways of forming critical responses and 

communicating an art appreciation that connects form, meaning, cultural context, and artistic 

choices. 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

SLO 4.1 explain the relationship between artistic form, meaning, interpretation, and appreciation, 

SLO 4.2 analyse selected elements and principles of art in contemporary African artworks, 

SLO 4.3 interpret artworks using observable visual evidence and relevant cultural context, 

SLO 4.4 evaluate how materials, techniques, and formal choices contribute to meaning and 

viewer experience, and 

SLO 4.5 construct and communicate an informed appreciation of contemporary African artworks. 

 

4.1 Foundations Of Interpretation And Appreciation 

4.1.1 Understanding artistic form 

Artistic form refers to the visible and material organisation of an artwork. It includes features 

such as line, shape, colour, texture, space, scale, composition, material, and technique. Form is 

not separate from meaning. The choices an artist makes about form can influence the mood, 

emphasis, movement, focus, and ideas that viewers perceive. 

When you look at a contemporary African artwork, begin by asking how it is constructed. What 

shapes or lines dominate? How is space organised? Which colours attract your attention? Is the 

surface smooth, rough, layered, or patterned? What materials have been used? These questions 

provide evidence for a more informed interpretation. 

Fill in the blank: Artistic form refers to the visible and material __________ of an artwork. 

4.1.2 Observation, description and visual analysis 

Observation is the starting point of visual analysis. You first record what you can actually see 

before deciding what it means. Description should therefore be as precise as possible. Instead of 



saying that an artwork is simply “interesting,” you can identify its dominant colours, repeated 

shapes, arrangement of figures, surface qualities, scale, or use of empty space. 

Visual analysis goes a step further by examining relationships among these features. You might 

consider how repetition creates rhythm, how contrast directs attention, or how scale changes the 

relationship between the artwork and the viewer. A careful description gives you evidence that 

can later support interpretation. 

Fill in the blank: In visual analysis, careful __________ provides evidence for later interpretation. 

4.1.3 Interpretation, evidence and context 

Interpretation involves proposing what an artwork communicates or suggests. A strong 

interpretation is not merely a personal guess. It should be supported by observable features of the 

work and, where relevant, by information about its cultural, historical, social, or artistic context. 

For example, if an artist repeatedly uses a particular textile pattern, you can first describe the 

pattern and its position in the composition. You can then investigate whether the pattern has 

cultural or historical associations and explain how the artist's use of it may contribute to the 

work's meaning. This approach keeps interpretation connected to evidence. 

Fill in the blank: A strong interpretation should be supported by visual __________ and relevant 

context. 

 

Figure 4.1 Visual analysis sequence. Attribution:  



 

Pilot questions 4.1 

1. Define artistic form. 

2. Why should observation come before interpretation? 

3. Identify two features that can be included in a visual description. 

4. What makes an interpretation more than a personal guess? 

5. Explain the relationship between form and meaning. 

 

4.2 Elements And Principles In Contemporary African Art 

4.2.1 Line, shape, colour, texture and space 

Line can direct the eye, suggest movement, divide areas, or create expressive qualities. Shape can 

be geometric, organic, regular, irregular, simplified, or highly detailed. Colour can establish 

contrast, emphasis, atmosphere, symbolism, or visual unity. Texture describes the actual or 

implied surface quality of a work, while space concerns the areas occupied by forms and the 

relationships among them. 

These elements do not operate separately. A contemporary artist may combine bold colour with 

simplified shapes and strong lines to create visual energy, or use muted colour and open space to 

create a quieter effect. You should describe the elements first and then examine how their 

relationships affect the viewer's experience. 

Fill in the blank: Line, shape, colour, texture, and space are examples of visual __________. 

4.2.2 Balance, rhythm, emphasis, scale and movement 

Principles of organisation help artists arrange visual elements into a coherent composition. 

Balance concerns the distribution of visual weight. Rhythm can result from repetition or patterned 

movement. Emphasis directs attention toward particular areas. Scale refers to the size of forms in 

relation to one another or to the viewer. Movement can be created through directional lines, 

repeated forms, composition, or implied action. 



You can use these principles to explain why an artwork produces a particular visual effect. For 

instance, a very large central figure may create emphasis because its scale dominates the 

composition. Repeated motifs may establish rhythm, while strong differences in colour or shape 

may create contrast and direct attention. 

Fill in the blank: The distribution of visual weight within a composition is called __________. 

4.2.3 Materials, medium and technique 

Material is the physical substance used to make an artwork, while medium can refer to the artistic 

material or category of practice, such as painting, sculpture, photography, installation, or video. 

Technique concerns the methods used to manipulate materials and construct the work. 

In contemporary African art, artists may combine conventional materials with found objects, 

textiles, photography, digital media, sound, or industrial materials. Material choices can carry 

cultural, social, environmental, or economic associations. Technique can also make the process of 

making visible, allowing viewers to notice layering, stitching, carving, assembly, cutting, or other 

methods. 

Fill in the blank: The methods used to manipulate materials and construct an artwork are referred 

to as __________. 

 

Figure 4.2 Elements and principles of visual form.  

 



Pilot questions 4.2 

1. Name four elements of visual form. 

2. Explain how colour can contribute to an artwork's visual effect. 

3. Define balance as a principle of composition. 

4. How can repetition create rhythm? 

5. Distinguish between material and technique. 

 

4.3 Appreciation And Critical Response 

4.3.1 Personal response and cultural context 

Appreciation begins with your response to an artwork, but an informed appreciation goes beyond 

whether you like or dislike it. You can describe what attracts your attention, what emotions or 

questions the work raises, and what qualities you find effective. You should then connect those 

responses to the artwork's formal features and relevant cultural context. 

Cultural context is especially important in contemporary African art because works can draw on 

histories, identities, traditions, social experiences, and global connections. Avoid assuming that 

your first response is the only possible reading. Instead, ask what cultural knowledge might add 

to your understanding and how different audiences could respond. 

Fill in the blank: An informed appreciation connects personal response with formal features and 

relevant cultural __________. 

4.3.2 Evaluating form, meaning and artistic choices 

Evaluation involves making a reasoned judgement about an artwork. You might assess how 

successfully an artist's formal decisions communicate an idea, how effectively materials support 

the subject, or how the composition directs attention. Evaluation should be based on criteria and 

evidence rather than unsupported praise or criticism. 

A useful evaluation can identify a strength, explain why it is effective, and acknowledge a 

limitation or alternative possibility. For example, you may argue that the scale of an installation 

effectively places the viewer within the artist's subject, while also noting that the work's 



complexity may require additional contextual information. This produces a balanced critical 

response. 

Fill in the blank: Evaluation should be based on clear criteria and supporting __________. 

4.3.3 Writing and communicating an art appreciation 

A well-structured art appreciation can move from description to analysis, interpretation, and 

evaluation. Begin by identifying the artwork and giving a concise account of what you observe. 

Next, discuss important formal elements and principles. Then explain what these choices may 

communicate, using visual evidence and relevant cultural context. Finally, give a reasoned 

evaluation. 

Your language should be precise and avoid unsupported claims. Instead of writing that an artwork 

is “beautiful” without explanation, identify the qualities that produce that response. Instead of 

claiming that a symbol has one universal meaning, explain the context that supports your 

interpretation. This approach makes your appreciation analytical, communicable, and useful to 

another reader. 

Fill in the blank: A structured art appreciation can move from description to analysis, 

interpretation, and __________. 

Pilot questions 4.3 

1. What is the difference between personal response and informed appreciation? 

2. Why is cultural context important in appreciating contemporary African art? 

3. What should an evaluation of an artwork be based on? 

4. Identify four stages that can structure an art appreciation. 

5. Why should unsupported claims be avoided in art criticism? 

Series summary 

This Series has examined how you can interpret and appreciate forms in contemporary African 

art. You began by learning that artistic form includes the visible and material organisation of an 

artwork and that careful observation and description provide evidence for interpretation. You also 

learned that interpretation should connect visual evidence with appropriate cultural, historical, 

social, or artistic context. 



You then examined elements such as line, shape, colour, texture, and space, together with 

principles such as balance, rhythm, emphasis, scale, and movement. Materials, media, and 

techniques were considered as important contributors to meaning and viewer experience. Finally, 

you learned how to develop an informed appreciation by combining personal response, formal 

analysis, contextual understanding, evaluation, and clear communication. 

Glossary of terms 

Appreciation: An informed response to an artwork that considers its qualities, meanings, context, 

and artistic choices. 

Balance: The distribution of visual weight within a composition. 

Composition: The organisation and arrangement of visual elements within an artwork. 

Form: The visible and material organisation of an artwork, including its elements, relationships, 

materials, and construction. 

Medium: The material or artistic category through which an artwork is produced, such as 

painting, sculpture, photography, installation, or video. 

Principle of design: A way of organising visual elements, such as balance, rhythm, emphasis, 

scale, contrast, or movement. 

Technique: The method used by an artist to manipulate materials and construct an artwork. 

Visual analysis: The systematic examination of an artwork's visible features and the relationships 

among them. 

Concept check questions 4 

Objective questions 

1. Define artistic form. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

2. Identify one visual element used in analysing an artwork. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

3. What does balance refer to in composition? (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

4. Identify one factor that can support an interpretation. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

5. What should an informed evaluation be based on? (Linked to SLO 4.4) 



Short-answer questions 

6. Explain how formal elements can contribute to the meaning of a contemporary African 

artwork. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

7. Analyse why cultural context should be considered when interpreting an artwork. (Linked to 

SLO 4.3) 

8. Explain how materials and techniques can influence viewer experience. (Linked to SLO 4.4) 

Long-answer questions 

9. Evaluate the importance of form in interpreting and appreciating contemporary African art. 

Use relevant examples of visual elements, principles, materials, or techniques. (Linked to SLO 

4.1–4.4) 

10. Construct a systematic method for appreciating a contemporary African artwork, beginning 

with observation and ending with a reasoned evaluation. Explain why each stage is necessary. 

(Linked to SLO 4.5) 

Answers to concept check questions 4 

Objective questions 

1. Artistic form is the visible and material organisation of an artwork, including its elements, 

relationships, materials, and construction. 

2. Possible answers include line, shape, colour, texture, or space. 

3. Balance refers to the distribution of visual weight within a composition. 

4. Interpretation can be supported by observable visual evidence and relevant cultural, historical, 

social, or artistic context. 

5. Evaluation should be based on clear criteria and supporting evidence. 

Short-answer questions 

6. Line, shape, colour, texture, space, composition, scale, and other formal features influence 

emphasis, mood, movement, visual unity, and viewer attention. Artists can therefore use formal 

choices to communicate ideas and shape experience. 



7. Cultural context can explain references, symbols, materials, histories, identities, and social 

experiences that may not be clear from appearance alone. It also helps prevent interpretations 

based on assumptions. 

8. Material and technique affect surface, scale, texture, durability, movement, sound, and the way 

viewers physically or visually encounter a work. They can also carry cultural or social 

associations. 

Long-answer questions 

9. Basic response: Form is essential because viewers encounter an artwork through its visual and 

material organisation. Elements and principles create emphasis, rhythm, balance, movement, and 

other effects, while materials and techniques contribute to meaning. Value-added response: A 

strong answer should connect formal analysis with context and show that form is not merely 

decoration. It should explain how specific artistic choices contribute to interpretation and 

appreciation. 

10. Basic response: A useful method is observation, description, formal analysis, contextual 

interpretation, and evaluation. Observation establishes what is visible; description records it 

accurately; analysis explains relationships among formal features; interpretation connects those 

features with meaning and context; evaluation makes a reasoned judgement. Value-added 

response: A strong answer should show how the stages depend on one another and should 

emphasise evidence rather than unsupported personal opinion. 

Answers to pilot questions 4 

Answers to Pilot Questions 4.1 

1. Artistic form is the visible and material organisation of an artwork. 

2. Observation establishes what can actually be seen before meanings or explanations are 

proposed. 

3. Possible features include colour, line, shape, texture, space, scale, figures, materials, and 

composition. 

4. An interpretation becomes stronger when it is supported by observable visual evidence and 

relevant cultural or historical context. 



5. Formal choices influence how viewers perceive, experience, and interpret an artwork; therefore 

form can contribute directly to meaning. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 4.2 

1. Possible answers include line, shape, colour, texture, space, form, and value. 

2. Colour can create contrast, emphasis, atmosphere, symbolism, or visual unity. 

3. Balance is the distribution of visual weight within a composition. 

4. Repetition of visual elements or patterns can create rhythm and guide the viewer's eye. 

5. Material is the physical substance used to make an artwork, while technique is the method used 

to manipulate materials and construct the work. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 4.3 

1. Personal response describes your reaction to an artwork; informed appreciation connects that 

reaction to observable formal qualities, meaning, and relevant context. 

2. Cultural context can provide knowledge needed to understand references, identities, histories, 

symbols, materials, and social experiences within an artwork. 

3. Evaluation should be based on clear criteria and supporting evidence. 

4. Description, analysis, interpretation, and evaluation can structure an art appreciation. 

5. Unsupported claims make criticism difficult to verify and can reduce appreciation to personal 

opinion without evidence. 

  



References and attributions 4 

Figure 4.1 Visual analysis sequence. Attribution: Suggested as an AI-generated educational 
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Appreciation: Defined within the instructional content. 

Balance: Defined within the instructional content. 

Composition: Defined within the instructional content. 

Form: Defined within the instructional content. 

Medium: Defined within the instructional content. 
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Technique: Defined within the instructional content. 
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Series 5 Historical Timelines And Visual Culture 

Series outline 

Part 5.1: Historical Timelines in Contemporary African Art 

• Sub-Part 5.1.1: Understanding Periodisation and Historical Sequence 

• Sub-Part 5.1.2: From Colonial Modernities to Independence 

• Sub-Part 5.1.3: Post-Independence and Contemporary Developments 

Part 5.2: Artists, Movements and Changing Ideas 

• Sub-Part 5.2.1: Artists Who Shaped Contemporary African Art 

• Sub-Part 5.2.2: Modernism, Indigenous Options and Cultural Negotiation 

• Sub-Part 5.2.3: Diaspora, Migration and Transnational Practice 

Part 5.3: Art History and Visual Culture 

• Sub-Part 5.3.1: From Art Objects to Visual Culture 

• Sub-Part 5.3.2: Everyday Images, Media and Popular Visuality 

• Sub-Part 5.3.3: Reading Historical Change Through Visual Culture 

 

Introduction 

A historical timeline helps you organise change over time, but the history of contemporary 

African art cannot be understood as a simple sequence in which one style replaces another. The 

course description identifies a broad development from the mid-nineteenth century to the present 

and asks you to consider modernism, indigenous and other artistic options, Diaspora traditions, 

and the changing cultural contexts in which artists work. Historical study therefore requires 

attention to both chronology and the relationships among people, ideas, places, and visual forms. 

This Series focuses on historical timelines and visual culture. You will examine major periods 

and transitions that help explain the emergence and development of modern and contemporary 

African art, while recognising that developments occurred differently across the continent. You 

will also consider artists as participants in historical change and explore the relationship between 

art history and visual culture. 



The Series begins with periodisation and historical sequence, followed by a broad movement 

from colonial modernities through independence and post-independence developments to 

contemporary practice. It then considers artists, movements, modernism, indigenous options, 

Diaspora, migration, and transnational practice. Finally, it examines visual culture as a wider field 

that includes artworks alongside everyday images, media, popular visuality, and the ways 

societies produce and interpret visual meaning. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

SLO 5.1 construct and explain a broad historical timeline for the development of modern and 

contemporary African art from the mid-nineteenth century to the present, 

SLO 5.2 identify major historical transitions and explain how changing cultural contexts affected 

artistic practices, 

SLO 5.3 discuss artists and artistic developments that shaped ideas in modern and contemporary 

African art, 

SLO 5.4 analyse the relationship among modernism, indigenous options, Diaspora traditions, 

migration, and transnational artistic practice, and 

SLO 5.5 distinguish art history from the broader study of visual culture and apply both 

perspectives to the study of African visual practices. 

  



5.1 Historical Timelines In Contemporary African Art 

5.1.1 Understanding periodisation and historical sequence 

Periodisation is the organisation of history into broad periods to make change easier to study. A 

timeline can help you identify when particular developments occurred, but periods should not be 

treated as rigid boxes. African artistic histories overlap, and different regions experienced 

colonialism, independence, urbanisation, religious change, migration, and modernity at different 

times and in different ways. 

For FAA 411, the course description provides a broad chronological frame from the mid-

nineteenth century to the present. Within this frame, you can examine the development of modern 

art, responses to Western European-inspired modernism, indigenous and other artistic options, 

post-independence developments, and contemporary practices. The timeline is therefore a tool for 

organising relationships rather than a claim that all African art developed along one identical 

path. 

Fill in the blank: The organisation of history into broad periods for study is known as 

__________. 

5.1.2 From colonial modernities to independence 

The emergence of modern African art took place within changing political, educational, religious, 

economic, and cultural environments. Colonial encounters introduced new institutions, materials, 

educational systems, religious frameworks, and artistic ideas, while African artists and 

communities continued to draw on indigenous knowledge and existing visual practices. The 

resulting artistic field was shaped by interaction rather than by a simple replacement of African 

traditions with European forms. 

The movement toward independence created further changes in artistic expression. Questions of 

nationhood, identity, cultural recovery, social transformation, and the meaning of modernity 

became important. Artists could engage European-inspired modernism while also exploring local 

histories, materials, symbols, performance traditions, and other cultural resources. This tension 

between different artistic options is central to understanding modern African art. 

Fill in the blank: Colonial encounters introduced new institutions and artistic ideas while African 

artists continued to draw on indigenous __________. 



5.1.3 Post-independence and contemporary developments 

Post-independence African art developed within societies experiencing political change, 

urbanisation, new national identities, economic shifts, mass media, technological development, 

and expanding international connections. Artists responded to these conditions in different ways. 

Some addressed political and social realities directly, while others explored identity, memory, 

material experimentation, abstraction, popular culture, personal experience, or new forms of 

installation and media. 

The term contemporary should not be understood simply as “art made recently.” Contemporary 

practice can involve conversations with earlier histories, inherited visual forms, modernist ideas, 

global networks, and current social questions. A contemporary African artwork may therefore 

contain several historical layers at once. 

Fill in the blank: Contemporary practice can involve conversations with earlier histories, inherited 

visual forms, modernist ideas, global networks, and current social __________. 

 

Figure 5.1 Broad historical timeline of modern and contemporary African art. Attribution: 

Suggested as an AI-generated educational timeline.  

 

 

Pilot questions 5.1 

1. Define periodisation. 

2. Why should African art history not be treated as one identical sequence across the continent? 

3. Identify two factors that shaped artistic developments during colonial encounters. 

4. State two concerns that became important around independence. 

5. Explain why a contemporary artwork can contain several historical layers. 

 



5.2 Artists, Movements And Changing Ideas 

5.2.1 Artists who shaped contemporary African art 

Artists help shape art history through the forms they create, the ideas they introduce, the 

institutions they participate in, and the debates their work generates. In studying artists who 

shaped contemporary African art, it is important to place individual practices within wider 

historical conditions rather than presenting artists as isolated geniuses. 

The course learning outcomes specifically require attention to artists who shaped ideas in 

contemporary African art. Useful study can therefore include artists associated with modernism, 

post-independence cultural debates, experimental practices, political and social commentary, 

installation, photography, performance, and other contemporary media. The important question is 

not simply who the artist was, but what changed in artistic thinking, practice, representation, or 

cultural debate because of the artist's work. 

Fill in the blank: Artists shape art history through the forms they create, the ideas they introduce, 

the institutions they participate in, and the __________ their work generates. 

5.2.2 Modernism, indigenous options and cultural negotiation 

Modernism in African art cannot be reduced to the adoption of Western European styles. African 

artists encountered European-inspired modernist ideas in particular historical circumstances and 

responded in different ways. Some adopted selected approaches, others adapted them, and others 

developed alternatives based on indigenous or local cultural resources. 

Cultural negotiation occurs when artists work between different systems of knowledge, visual 

languages, materials, institutions, and audiences. An artist may combine modernist abstraction 

with local patterns, adapt traditional techniques to contemporary subjects, or use a modern 

exhibition format to present culturally specific material. Such practices demonstrate that 

modernity can be interpreted and reshaped rather than simply received. 

Fill in the blank: African artists could adopt, adapt, or develop alternatives to Western European-

inspired __________. 

5.2.3 Diaspora, migration and transnational practice 

Diaspora traditions are important to the study of African modernism and contemporary art 

because artistic ideas and practices move with people across geographical boundaries. Migration 

can create new relationships among African societies, other parts of the world, and communities 



formed through displacement or settlement. Artists working across these spaces may explore 

memory, belonging, identity, race, home, cultural translation, and movement. 

Transnational practice describes artistic activity that operates across national or cultural 

boundaries. An artist may live in one country, maintain relationships with another, exhibit 

internationally, work with diasporic communities, and draw on several cultural environments at 

once. This makes contemporary African art a field of exchange rather than one confined to 

national borders. 

Fill in the blank: Artistic activity that operates across national or cultural boundaries can be 

described as __________ practice. 

 

Figure 5.2 Art history and visual culture. Attribution: 

 

 

 

Pilot questions 5.2 

1. Why should artists be studied within their historical contexts? 



2. What is meant by Western European-inspired modernism? 

3. Explain one way an artist can negotiate modernist and indigenous visual resources. 

4. What role can migration play in artistic practice? 

5. Define transnational artistic practice. 

 

5.3 Art History And Visual Culture 

5.3.1 From art objects to visual culture 

Art history traditionally gives sustained attention to artworks, artists, styles, periods, materials, 

institutions, and historical contexts. Visual culture takes a broader approach by examining the 

many ways images and visual practices operate in society. It can include artworks but may also 

consider photographs, advertisements, film, television, fashion, digital images, public imagery, 

popular culture, and everyday visual experience. 

The distinction does not mean that art history and visual culture are completely separate. A 

contemporary African artist may draw from popular images, advertising, photography, social 

media, or television and transform them into an artwork. Studying both the artwork and the wider 

visual environment can reveal how artistic production responds to the images circulating in 

society. 

Fill in the blank: Visual culture studies not only artworks but also wider forms of images and 

__________ practices. 

5.3.2 Everyday images, media and popular visuality 

People encounter images constantly through newspapers, posters, television, film, social media, 

mobile phones, fashion, public spaces, packaging, political campaigns, and advertising. These 

images can influence how people understand identity, gender, class, place, nation, beauty, 

consumption, and social relationships. 

Contemporary African artists may borrow, remix, question, or transform these visual materials. 

An artist might use popular imagery to comment on consumer culture or use media images to 

examine political representation. Studying visual culture helps you recognise that meaning is 

produced not only in museums and galleries but also through everyday encounters with images. 



Fill in the blank: Visual culture recognises that meaning is produced not only in museums and 

galleries but also through everyday encounters with __________. 

5.3.3 Reading historical change through visual culture 

Visual culture can provide evidence about changing societies because images record and shape 

ideas about social life. Changes in clothing, architecture, advertising, photography, popular 

media, public monuments, or digital imagery can reveal shifts in technology, politics, economic 

life, identity, and cultural values. 

When reading visual culture historically, you should ask who produced the image, for whom, 

when, where, through which medium, and for what purpose. You should also consider what the 

image makes visible and what it leaves out. This approach connects visual evidence with 

historical interpretation and helps you understand how images participate in the production of 

cultural memory. 

Fill in the blank: Historical analysis of visual culture should consider who produced an image, for 

whom, when, where, through which medium, and for what __________. 

Pilot questions 5.3 

1. What is one major difference between art history and visual culture? 

2. Identify three examples of visual culture outside the museum or gallery. 

3. How can popular media influence contemporary African art? 

4. Why can everyday images provide evidence about social change? 

5. Identify four questions you should ask when analysing a visual source historically. 

 

  



Series summary 

This Series has examined historical timelines and visual culture as complementary ways of 

understanding contemporary African art. You began by learning that periodisation provides a 

framework for organising historical change but should not be used to suggest that all African 

artistic developments followed one identical sequence. The broad course timeline extends from 

the mid-nineteenth century to the present and includes colonial modernities, independence, post-

independence developments, and contemporary practice. 

You then considered artists, modernism, indigenous options, cultural negotiation, Diaspora, 

migration, and transnational practice. Finally, you distinguished art history from the broader 

study of visual culture, examining everyday images, media, popular visuality, and the historical 

information contained in visual practices. You should now be able to construct a broad timeline, 

relate artistic developments to historical contexts, discuss artists who shaped ideas, analyse local 

and global artistic exchanges, and apply visual-culture approaches to African visual practices. 

Glossary of terms 

Art history: The study of artworks, artists, styles, periods, materials, institutions, and their 

historical and cultural contexts. 

Contemporary: Relating to present or recent artistic practice, while recognising that contemporary 

works can engage earlier histories and traditions. 

Diaspora: Communities formed through the movement, displacement, migration, or settlement of 

people away from an ancestral or original homeland. 

Modernism: A broad range of artistic approaches associated with modernity, experimentation, 

formal innovation, and changing ideas about art; in African contexts it must be examined through 

specific historical conditions. 

Periodisation: The organisation of history into broad periods to make historical change easier to 

study. 

Transnational: Operating across national or cultural boundaries. 

Visual culture: The study of images and visual practices in society, including artworks and wider 

forms such as media, advertising, fashion, film, digital images, and everyday visual experience. 



Concept check questions 5 

Objective questions 

1. Define periodisation. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

2. Identify the broad chronological frame specified for the course's study of modern African art. 

(Linked to SLO 5.1) 

3. State one way African artists responded to Western European-inspired modernism. (Linked to 

SLO 5.2) 

4. Define transnational artistic practice. (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

5. What does visual culture study in addition to artworks? (Linked to SLO 5.5) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Explain why a historical timeline should not be treated as a rigid sequence of styles across 

Africa. (Linked to SLO 5.1–5.2) 

7. Analyse how artists can negotiate modernist ideas and indigenous cultural resources. (Linked 

to SLO 5.3–5.4) 

8. Explain the relationship between art history and visual culture. (Linked to SLO 5.5) 

Long-answer questions 

9. Trace the broad development of modern and contemporary African art from the mid-nineteenth 

century to the present, identifying major transitions and explaining how historical contexts 

affected artistic practices. (Linked to SLO 5.1–5.3) 

10. Critically assess the importance of Diaspora, migration, transnational practice, and visual 

culture in understanding contemporary African art. (Linked to SLO 5.4–5.5) 

Answers to concept check questions 5 

Objective questions 

1. Periodisation is the organisation of history into broad periods for easier study and comparison. 

2. The course provides a broad frame from the mid-nineteenth century to the present. 



3. Artists could adopt selected approaches, adapt them to local contexts, or develop indigenous 

and other alternatives. 

4. Transnational artistic practice operates across national or cultural boundaries. 

5. Visual culture studies artworks together with wider images and visual practices such as 

photography, advertising, film, fashion, public imagery, popular culture, and digital images. 

Short-answer questions 

6. African regions experienced colonialism, independence, urbanisation, migration, religious 

change, and modernity at different times and in different ways. Artistic practices therefore 

overlap and cannot be reduced to one continent-wide sequence. 

7. Artists can combine modernist approaches with local patterns, materials, symbols, techniques, 

histories, or cultural knowledge. They can also use contemporary exhibition and media formats to 

present culturally specific ideas. 

8. Art history focuses more specifically on artworks, artists, styles, periods, institutions, and 

historical contexts, while visual culture takes a wider approach to images and visual practices 

throughout society. The two approaches can overlap when artists respond to wider visual 

environments. 

Long-answer questions 

9. Basic response: A broad account can move from the mid-nineteenth-century emergence of 

modern art through colonial encounters and changing artistic institutions, to independence and 

post-independence developments, and then to diverse contemporary practices. Value-added 

response: A strong answer should avoid presenting this as a single linear story. It should explain 

regional differences, the interaction between European-inspired modernism and indigenous or 

other options, the effects of independence and social change, and the continuing presence of 

earlier histories within contemporary practice. 

10. Basic response: Diaspora and migration move ideas, people, and artistic practices across 

geographical boundaries, while transnational practice allows artists to work across several 

cultural settings. Visual culture broadens analysis beyond artworks to everyday images and 

media. Value-added response: A strong answer should show how these approaches challenge a 



purely nation-based history of African art and help explain identity, cultural translation, global 

exchange, media influence, and changing visual environments. 

Answers to pilot questions 5 

Answers to Pilot Questions 5.1 

1. Periodisation is the organisation of history into broad periods for study. 

2. African regions experienced historical changes differently, so artistic developments overlapped 

and did not follow one identical sequence. 

3. Colonial educational systems, religious institutions, new materials, political conditions, 

economic changes, and European artistic ideas are possible factors. 

4. Nationhood, identity, cultural recovery, social transformation, and the meaning of modernity 

were important concerns. 

5. Contemporary artists can draw simultaneously on inherited forms, modernist ideas, historical 

memory, global networks, and present social questions. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 5.2 

1. Artists should be studied in context because their practices respond to particular political, 

social, cultural, institutional, and historical conditions. 

2. Western European-inspired modernism refers to modernist artistic ideas and approaches 

originating or developing through Western European contexts and encountered by African artists 

in particular historical circumstances. 

3. An artist can combine modernist abstraction with local patterns, adapt traditional techniques to 

contemporary subjects, or use modern exhibition formats to present culturally specific material. 

4. Migration can create new relationships among places and communities and can generate 

artistic concerns about identity, belonging, memory, movement, and cultural translation. 

5. Transnational artistic practice operates across national or cultural boundaries. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 5.3 



1. Art history focuses more specifically on artworks, artists, styles, periods, institutions, and 

historical contexts, while visual culture examines a wider range of images and visual practices in 

society. 

2. Examples include advertising, film, television, fashion, social media, public monuments, 

political posters, photography, and packaging. 

3. Artists can borrow, remix, question, or transform popular images to address consumer culture, 

politics, identity, or social representation. 

4. Everyday images can reveal changing technology, politics, economic life, identity, social 

values, and cultural practices. 

5. Ask who produced the image, for whom, when, where, through which medium, and for what 

purpose; also consider what the image makes visible and what it leaves out. 

  



References and attributions 5 

Figure 5.1 Broad historical timeline of modern and contemporary African art. Attribution: 

Suggested as an AI-generated educational timeline. Prompt: “Create an academic horizontal 

timeline from the mid-nineteenth century to the present showing broad phases of modern and 

contemporary African art: colonial modernities, independence, post-independence developments, 

and contemporary global/transnational practices. Clearly label it as a broad teaching framework, 

not a single linear history.” Source suggestion: Open Educational Resource (OER) search string 

“African art history modern contemporary timeline OER”. 

Figure 5.2 Art history and visual culture. Attribution: Suggested as an AI-generated educational 

diagram. Prompt: “Create a clear comparison diagram showing art history and visual culture, with 

overlap around artworks, artists, history, images, media, institutions, everyday visual experience, 

and social meaning.” Source suggestion: Open Educational Resource (OER) search string “art 

history visual culture comparison diagram OER”. 

Key terms and concepts referenced in Series 5 

Art history: Defined within the instructional content. 

Contemporary: Defined within the instructional content. 

Diaspora: Defined within the instructional content. 

Modernism: Defined within the instructional content. 

Periodisation: Defined within the instructional content. 

Transnational: Defined within the instructional content. 

Visual culture: Defined within the instructional content. 

General references for Series 5 content Suggested scholarly and open educational sources for 

further reading: 

Kasfir, S. L. (2007). Contemporary African Art. Thames & Hudson. 

Oguibe, O. (1999). The Culture Game. University of Minnesota Press. 

Enwezor, O. (2001). The Short Century: Independence and Liberation Movements in Africa 

1945–1994. Prestel. 



Hassan, S. (1999). Authenticity, Appropriation, and Contemporary African Art. Africa Today, 

46(2), 125–140. 


