
In each place where it is shown, Olivier Guesselé-Garai’s Woven 
Line produces new connections between craft traditions in West Cameroon, 
the exhibition location and his own artistic practice. For La Mur murmura, 
a basket weaver from West Cameroon, a traditional Styrian ropemaker, a 
hairdresser in Graz who specialises in African hairstyles and the artist him-
self work together. They shape materiality in their own ways and exchange 
knowledge and experience in and about their work. 

Guesselé-Garai sees his own and also joint works with Antje 
Majewski as bridges that create transitions between art and craft, between 
tradition and modernity, and between European and non-European cultures. 
Taking the example of Cache-Sexes, the throne of Sultan Ibrahim Njoya and 
traditional basket weaving in West Cameroon, in their multi-part installa-
tions Guesselé- Garai and Majewski focus on the shifts in the status of hand-
crafted things—from their ritual, spiritual use and anchoring in everyday life 
through to aesthetic objects and sought-after collectors’ items. 

In their practice, the two artists seek to avoid cate gorisations that 
separate. Hence in Czarny Prag nienie and Homage to the African Square Meter 
by Guesselé- Garai, the abstract art of Western Modernism is hy bridised 
with the handcrafting traditions of cache-sexes. In Majew ski’s  videos and 
paintings, such as Mandu Yenu (Rever sed) and Panier de Poulet, there emerges 
a principle of dialogue that acts on and processes cultural impulses.

OLIVIER GUESSELÉ-GARAI  
ANTJE MAJEWSKI
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When did you start working together?
ANTJE MAJEWSKI: Shortly after Olivier and I met in 2011, we vis-

ited the old Ethnographic Museum in Berlin. There we looked, among other 
things, at some photos from Cameroon and in particular a photo of the 
Sultan’s palace—Sultan Ibrahim Njoya, who plays a role in our subsequent 
work. Olivier pointed out to me that the label on the photo was wrong—it 
said ‘the King of Cameroon’, and yet at that time Cameroon did not exist. 
Olivier also said that since he came from a different part of Cameroon, this 
king was certainly not the king of his family. This was an important starting 
point for our focus on colonial history, which in Olivier’s case is also per-
sonal, due to his family history—Olivier’s great-grandfather died fighting 
the Germans. It is important to understand history, to retell and communi-
cate it, also what a rich history the Germans encountered at that time. The 
notion that there were only village tribal communities there is simply wrong. 
This knowledge should be included today. 

In 2017, we spent two months in Cameroon and used this time 
for in-depth research. We tried to meet as many artists, art historians and 
museum experts as possible. Although we had a research grant, at the out-
set we did not know exactly what we were looking for. The various meet-
ings and encounters led to our choice of research fields: cache-sexes, Ibra-
him Njoya’s throne and basket weaving.

Olivier, let’s talk about your artistic background, how you studied modernism, your 
interest in modern, constructive and abstract painting and how you tie that in with 
your research. 

OLIVIER GUESSELÉ-GARAI: I am interested in the categorisation of 
art: how do people assess certain kinds of art, particularly abstract and 
geometric painting, in certain periods, what are important elements in 
their dating. Art history is always a construction. It has to do with aca-
demic chronology, mainly concerning the European continent, with precise 
records and exact reproduction. As far as my artistic practice is concerned: 
I create my own research. In doing so I notice that art history provides me 
with a concept that is too shallow: there is a lot that is not included, and 
this is far greater than what was recorded. Art historiography forgets many 
artists. It has categorised visual art and subsumed it territorially just as it 
wanted to have it—also with regard to the non-European world. And so 
I take a critical approach to examining this context, which for me is also 
patriarchal. If I move in art production beyond the divisive categorisations 

then I am not subject to any boundaries. In this way it is possible to explore 
geometric art in all of its artistic and material richness, its various tech-
niques and also approaches such as textiles, linen, ceramics, art, artefacts 
and craft.

In your artistic practice you build bridges, believe in exchange—and open up the 
Western canon. 

OGG: Yes, our works are bridges, or to put it more poetically, walk-
ways—they constantly create transitions. It is important to us to scrutinise 
the origin of things with awareness, to seek exchange also beyond the gen-
erally accepted categorisations and classifications.  

AM: In Les Cache-Sexes, the Cameroonian craftspeople—they describe 
themselves as such—who made the cache-sexes (note: garment for covering 
the genitals) speak. Nowadays they are mostly not made for personal use, but 
to be sold on the local craft market. In Le Trône, various museum directors 
and anthropologists from Cameroon talk about this throne and the question 
arises: is this a ritual or a spiritual object? An object signifying power? Is it an 
art object? Or a craft object? These questions have to do with categorisations 
again. In these conversations it emerges that the craftspeople I spoke to had 
created their artworks with very similar intentions as the artists in Europe. 
Colonisation and the introduction of the monetary economy led to profound 
changes in art. The traditional involvement of artists in societies fell away, 
a new creative profession developed producing art for the market and for 
collectors. Globalised cultural hybrids again generated new ideas, there was 
for example an explosion of colours and shapes—here I would concur with 
Édouard Glissant: creolisations and hybridisations are also incredibly enrich-
ing, they help create new cultures.

In Le Trône it is intriguing to see how traditional artists in the king-
doms of West Cameroon had a very precise social function: they were highly 
respected, ennobled because of their artistic work, granted a living, became 
members of secret societies and had access to their knowledge. Artworks 
were produced in detailed consultation and after a clear commission—for 
the community. They were also used for very special occasions and employed 
in rituals. The (art) market did not yet exist. I try to learn from this for our 
installations. I want to create objects that also have a living association and 
context, and as an artist I want to serve as a medium by encapsulating origins 
and narratives, demonstrating correlations and being able to bring some-
thing to life, and so again changing something.   
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As in the case of Mandu Yenu (Reversed), the throne you painted and which per-
haps one day will travel to Cameroon.

AM: My throne painting is a phantom, in French you would say ‘spec-
tre’, a mirror image of the highly symbolic throne, which can be found in 
the collection of the Ethnological Museum in Berlin and is soon to be dis-
played at the Humboldt Forum. It will not be restituted because the current 
Sultan, a descendant of the sultan who once gave the throne to the Prussian 
king, still sees the throne as a gift and doesn’t want it back.1 My painting 
is reversed, it shows the throne as if it were looking at itself in the mirror.

How do you view painting within the context of your installation? What status are 
the paintings given/do the paintings have?

AM: Paintings are my most direct form of expression and response. 
They are also the cultural heritage I grew up with, and thus my ‘mother 
tongue’. Above all I need paintings because I love making them. And during 
the hours I spend in front of the canvas I come to understand the object, 
the person or the situation that I’m painting but also how to transform it 
into something that becomes something else, that takes on a life of its own. 
By painting the ‘throne’, I studied every detail in a way that I would not have 
been able to do if I had just looked at it in a museum. I pay homage and bow 
down before the spirit of invention and creativity that the Cameroonian art-
ists worked into this throne. But I cannot replicate it. The painting itself is 
not the throne—it is a phantom, inverted by a process in which the image 
was first photographed then went through my hands and hopefully one day 
will travel to Cameroon in a flattened, two-dimensional form in order to 
take up its place at the Royal Museum in Foumban. There it will be a place-
holder that recalls the original object that has remained in Berlin.

Yet it carries energies in itself with which I, as an individual German 
artist, can charge it: my respect, my willingness to learn and wish for dia-
logue, and my own particular sense of beauty. It cannot however be mistaken 
for the throne itself. But I feel a strong connection to the artists who created 
this throne and I would like to believe that we as artists are not so different. 

Olivier, your work Woven Line follows a very similar concept, it connects people 
and cultures.

The base of Woven Line was made from raffia by the Cameroonian 
craftswoman Marie-Jeanne near Baham in West Cameroon. Originally bas-
kets were produced using this technique. During a trip in 2017 I discovered 

what she did and following a conversation decided to order a dozen pieces. 
For an exhibition in Stettin I had the idea of taking this material and com-
bining it with the famous blue tape used by Polish artist Edward Krasinski. 
For the exhibition And Berlin will always need you, in 2019 at the Gropius Bau, 
I then chose to insert a red brick. This meant that I could create a link to 
the architects Martin Gropius and Heimo Schmeiden, since they so often 
used red bricks, including the Gropius Bau. For the exhibition at Kunsthaus 
Graz I would like to include the woven line once again and connect this with 
a cast-iron pipe suspended horizontally and engraved with my poem about 
the River Mur. I asked two craftspeople—a traditional Styrian ropemaker 
and a hairdresser in Graz specialising in African hairstyles—to engage in an 
exchange. I will mix up the materials with which they usually work, and then 
mount Cameroonian calabashes from my collection with the products of 
their collaboration. I will put water from the River Mur and pumpkin-seed 
oil into them and hang them on the pipe. My own painted canvas mesh will 
also be rolled around the pipe. It could be a poetic way of imagining how 
people form materiality and how exchange overcomes cultural boundaries. 
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 1 Sultan Ibrahim 
Mbombo Njoya, the grandson 
of Sultan Ibrahim Njoya,  
who had given the throne  
to Emperor Wilhelm II. as a 
gift, today asks for its return.
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