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In conversation with Katharina Fink
Installation of remnant objects and printed textiles, 2015
Zohra Opoku’s and Emeka Alams’ first collaborative installation presents a figure resembling a fragmented angel. The work
is assembled from remnant textiles gathered in Lagos, Nigeria
and combined with objects and a black banner carrying abstract
symbols. The installation poses questions that run like threads
through the exhibition as a whole: Is “future” necessarily a fragment, a new combination of existing material, rather than a
solid vision or a linear story? Looking at the installation, Walter
Benjamin’s famous “Angel of History” comes to mind: staring at
the past, unable to interact, heal or alter it, the angel is pushed
towards the future. There are many other possible perspectives
on futures as the fragmented angel here suggests, looking to all
directions, simultaneously.

Zohra
Opoku
Zohra Opoku (DE/GH) is an
Accra-based versatile artist
whose work employs media
including installations, photography and video to explore the sophistication of textile
cultures in disparate spaces targeting fashion’s political and
psychological role and socio-cultural dynamics in relation to
African history and individualistic or societal identities.
This experience enroots her aesthetic practice into sculptural
modules as her [in]direct social commentary as seen in THE
BILLBOARDPROJECT, composed of big scale installations of
second-hand clothes which were displayed in central Accra.
She is employing metaphors of repetition and disguise in her
portrait series TEXTURES and SIDESPECIFIC presented in
specifically identified locations.
Opoku holds an MA (2003) in Fashion from the Hamburg University of Applied Sciences. Her residencies include Art OMI,
Ghent (NY/2012)/, Iwalewa Haus Bayreuth (DE/2013) and Jan
van Eyck Institute (NL/2014). Opoku was recently awarded a
fellowship for the Kala Institute Berkeley (CA/2015). She is
included in the touring group exhibitions Making Africa (201520) curated by Amelie Klein and Okwui Enwezor. Upcoming
exhibitions include the Material Effects curated by Yesomi
Umolu at Eli and Edythe Broad Art Museum, Michigan and
Designing Futures curated by Christina de Middel at the LagosPhoto Festival 2015.

Emeka
Alams
Emeka Alams is a fashion designer and artist mostly working
in Seattle, New York and Abidjan. His label “Gold Coast Trading Company” uses fashion and Afrikan aesthetics as a way
to imagine a new stylistic language: www.before1444.com.

Katharina
Fink
Katharina Fink works as researcher, writer and cultural
organizer. She holds a Magister
in Cultural Studies from University of Tübingen and a PhD from BIGSAS, University of Bayreuth. She is and has been engaged in various projects ranging
from all cultural areas to research and teaching. Her particular
interest is to combine theoretical and practical aspects of
aesthetics with societal issues: What can ‘beautiful’ mean?
Currently she holds the position of a Post-Doc-researcher at
the Bayreuth Academy of Advanced African Studies, where
she is part of the sub-project TP 5, Revolution 3.0. She also
forms part of the curatorial and organisational team for the
upcoming exhibition, Future Africa – Visions in Time. Keeping
in touch with her second home university, she’s affiliated researcher at the Department of Historical Studies, University of
Johannesburg.
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Looking at ‚Fallen‘
“If the theory is correct that feeling is not located in the head, that we sentiently experience a window, a cloud, a tree not in our brains but rather in the place
where we see it, then we are, in looking at our beloved, too, outside ourselves.”
Walter Benjamin, Einbahnstraße, 1928

Where is the future, if not here already?
In his “Theses on the Philosophy of History“, Walter Benjamin
writes about himself contemplating a painting by Paul Klee. He
writes, as the ninth of his Theses:
“A Klee painting named Angelus Novus shows an angel looking
as though he is about to move away from something he is fixedly
contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, his wings
are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face
is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events,
he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon
wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to
stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed.
But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his
wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them.
The storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back
is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This
storm is what we call progress.
Contemplating art works as Walter Benjamin did, we encounter
the installation of Zohra Opoku and Emeka Alams. “Propelled into
the future” is not really an appropriate term here. Rather than
driven by forces foreign to it, external to it, Opoku’s Angel looks as
if it pauses, looking at those who look at her.

Some years back, in 2013, I already had the opportunity to work
with both artists in the context of the exhibition “virtual/material:
logbuch mode”. We had entered into dialogue about the material
aspects of concepts of time. The metaphor of the ‘logbook’ was
a powerful one for me at the time. In fashion and textile cultures,
I saw and see the possibility to overcome concepts of time that
are built around linearity. Fashion and dress are aesthetic experiments of time-travel for me. And both artists, Zohra Opoku and
Emeka Alams, are masters of this aesthetically driven travels.
Particularly one paragraph by Emeka Alams caught my attention.
Filed under the pages “history” on his art project/brand’s homepage, he writes:
“Present: The trade has changed our world and reshaped our
thoughts. living by false standards we have forgotten what makes
us truly rich and unique. Here, we strive for all things associated
with the mind-frame of those who began this trade.
Formerly: We would gather in large numbers to mourn with those
who mourn and to rejoice with those who rejoice. We have forgotten that we came from a place where guiding, correcting and rebuking is everyone’s task; a place with green forests, clean rivers and
natural resources about. It was love … Still you don’t understand.”
As well as artists versatile in their various techniques, with their
respective tools and ways of doing, they are philosophers, enabling, like the installation, a look sideways.
Less based on words, Zohra Opoku’s artworks are breathtaking,
elaborate architectures of spirit. In some of her series, she arranges clothes in a way that build a biographical sculpture of the
wearer. In most of Opoku’s works, a relationship with nature and
time is sought, it seems. They work on the notions of cycles, of

life: fusing fabric and prints based on leaves. Or covering the face,
which conventionally is the epitome of the genre of portraiture, to
build a portrait which is a comment on what is visible; and what
not.
To be privileged to continuously work with both artist and to see
their different ways, textures and speeds of engagement with
their subject matter, to see it come together as an artistic, ephemeral sculpture dangling in the black dome in the entry of Iwalewahaus, as a prelude and first act of the exhibition “FAVT: Future
Africa Visions in Time” is an uplifting experience. The FAVT-exhibition and the dialogues of art and academic debate it is based on,
took shape in a time in which the concept of “future” was mobilized more often than before. Facing the movement of refugees
to the Northern states of Europe, particularly to Germany, words
like those cited by Benjamin are mobilized: a ‘storm’, ‘waves’ and
‘streams’ are metaphors chosen by media agents to stimulate
mental images of the ‘other’.
To embrace and make visible, enable the overwhelming at-thesame-time-ness of life is a key component of artistic practice.
Susan Sontag wrote about this: “To tell a story is to say: this is the
important story. It is to reduce the spread and simultaneity of everything to something linear, a path.“1 Inviting more criss-crossings
than linear paths, Opoku’s and Alams’ work is more a piece of
poetry than a novel, an invocation rather than a script.
The angel looks in all directions, and it looks at you. Where is
the past, where is the cited future in this? “To be a moral human
being”, Susan Sontag continues her text above, is to pay, be
obliged to pay, certain kinds of attention”. (Sontag, ibid.) This the
angel asks for: to look all sides, at the same time. (The selective
reading of Benjamin may be excused in respect for the practice of
the love of the fragment.) Perhaps, at this moment, to the memorial to Walter Benjamin, who wrote the ‘angel of history’ as a figure
into being after contemplating and artwork, and who took his life
facing the life threat of a closed border. He brought his physical
life to an end; in a hotel paradoxically entitled “de Francia” in the

Catalan town of Portbou on September 25th in 1940. The notice
that he would be denied permission to cross the border out of
Spain made him take the step to end his life.
If the angel-like installation here is looking back, the first thing
s_he would see is Lagos. Parts of the emptiness that created her
came traveling with Zohra Opoku from Nigeria’s buzzing megacity, where she had been working just before arriving in Bayreuth
again. The other parts come from the global archive of Emeka
Alams symbolic language. Intertwined and interwoven, their works
show the poetry of the fragment. “Break a vase, and the love that
reassembles the fragments is stronger than that love which took
its symmetry for granted when it was whole. “, Derek Walcott’s
speech on the occasion of being awarded the Nobel Prize of Literature read, “The glue that fits the pieces is the sealing of its
original shape. It is such a love that reassembles our African
and Asiatic fragments, the cracked heirlooms whose restoration
shows its white scars.“2
If Walter Benjamin would have been able to look into the historical
future of the 25th of September 1940, if he would have been able
to see what was to happen, he would have seen his brother Georg,
the doctor who insisted on caring for working class children, dying
in the concentration camp of Mauthausen on August 25th in 1942.
“Suicide caused by high voltage”, the papers would read. Perhaps
Walter Benjamin saw all of it coming, in that night in September.
But there’s a future of words traveling on, the futures they inspire
and bear as possibilities.
In Portbou,as people tell, a breathtaking site reminds of Walter
Benjamin’s decision to alter an expected future, to determine a
future, to a hold a projected future. To say ‘no’ to the future, the
lack of future, that others designed for him. A memorial built by
Dani Karavan entitled Passages, built on the clips at Portbou3. It
references Benjamin’s works, but also takes on its metaphorical
weight in terms of time and space: Benjamin wanted this to be
but a passage - he wanted to move on. The angel who faces you
is located in a passage as well: From the street to the museum

space. From the here-and-now to the likewise possible thereand-then or nowhere-and-never which art enables to see or experience. Every time the door opens, a hush of cold air from the
streets comes in. Voices, the sound of cars, sometimes the voices
of tourists visiting the cultural heritage opposite, the Margravial
Opera House. Or the sounds from the construction site opposite of
Iwalewahaus at the synagogue of Bayreuth.
The passage means: To pass through. To be aware of the moment
of transitioning. Greed or envy, Benjamin stated, is only possible
in relation to things and fates in time reference framed as “same”.
We are hardly capable to imagine luck but in the measurements of
the time we are thrown into. Opoku’s and Alams’ installation asks
us for more, it enables to go beyond this, in its timelessness. Art
enables the leap out of time, into the cracks, for the love of the
fragment
Benjamin ended his Theses with a reference to Jewish spirituality:
“For in every second was a narrow gate”, he writes. This alludes
to other philosophical concepts of time, as well. To art. Moreso,
looking at the angel interwoven with the imagery of Emeka Alams’
aesthetic language, every second another gate opens indeed;
narrow only if we refuse the experience.
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