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Project ‘1975’ is a two-year program 
organized by Stedelijk Museum Bu-
reau Amsterdam (SMBA) curators 
Jelle Bouwhuis and Kerstin Wink-
ing that examines contemporary art 
and colonialism. The project was 
launched in December 2010 with a 
group exhibition at  SMBA.   

ALEXANDER FERRANDO: Re-
lated to Project ‘1975’ is a research 
project you began in 2009 entitled 
“Africa Reflected,” which to para-
phrase, looked at representations of 
Africa with the aim to find alterna-
tives to largely stereotypical media 
representations of Africa and Afri-
cans. Could you give a bit more in-
formation about that research as it 
relates to your new project?  
Jelle Bouwhuis and Kerstin Wink-

ing: During 2008 we prepared a 
Renzo Martens exhibition with his 
video installation Episode III Enjoy 
Poverty (2008) at SMBA. Martens 
was in the process of editing ma-
terial he shot in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo and asked us 
for feedback. Episode III Enjoy 
Poverty is a film about Martens 
teaching a group of Congolese 
photographers to record the mis-
ery around them. Martens’ posi-
tion is that, instead of European 
and American photographers and 
agencies, Congolese people them-
selves should financially profit 
from photographs of their miser-
able situation. The images he pre-
sented to us were disturbing and 
we had heated discussions about 
them. After the presentation of 
the work in 2008 we were left with 
a lot of questions regarding the 
image of Africa in Europe. Conse-
quentially, “Africa Reflected” was 
conceived of as a research project 
based on reading, writing and dis-
cussing experts’ views on that im-
age. The popular image of Africa 
presented in European exhibitions 
developed concurrently with mod-
ern European imperialist endeav-
ors in the late 19th century. That 
was the time when African art was 
categorized as ethnographic and 
presented in spectacular temporary 
exhibitions or in pseudo-scientific 
museum displays. Today, 19th-cen-
tury methods of displaying African 
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CARLOS GARAICOA, La Razón, 2010. Book, hand cut paper, perspex, wood. 6 x 87 x 107 cm. Cour-
tesy Stedelijk Museum Bureau, Amsterdam. 

art are still perceptible in many 
ethnographic museums whose 
Africa departments are often very 
dark, spectacularly spot-lit and 
based on a view of Africa in stark 
contrast to how contemporary art-
ists’ perceive the continent. As a 
consequence of this division, art by 
artists with African backgrounds 
is not very present in European 
art institutions. Our visits to some 
West-African institutions and the 
discussions with artists, curators 
and other intellectuals made clear 
that they are concerned with issues 
and themes relevant and interest-
ing to the contemporary art world. 
Project ‘1975’ takes our findings 
and SMBA’s extended network as 
a point of departure. In this frame-
work we will organize exhibitions 
in and outside the SMBA, lectures, 
artists talks and other events. In 
that sense the Project is a more 
public continuation of “Africa Re-
flected,” though it is broader and 
not restricted to African issues. 
The program is planned to be a 
project in progress.    

AF: What is the significance of 1975 
in relation to globalization and co-
lonialism?  
JB/KW: The good thing about this 
title is that it leads to the discus-
sions we want to have. Is it a year 
or something else? If a year, what 
happened then and how does it 
relate to ‘1975’? One answer is 
that in 1975 Suriname became in-

dependent from the Netherlands 
and finally, though relatively late 
and after finishing its colonial 
projects in Indonesia (1949) and 
New Guinea (1963), entered its 
own post-colonial era. Talking 
about the Dutch post-colonial era 
is complicated not only because a 
few islands in the Caribbean con-
tinue to have close governmental 
ties with Holland but also because 
it is not always clear what relation-
ships the Netherlands still have 
with former colonies. Moreover, 
the globalized economy is char-
acterized by interdependencies 
that in many ways can be termed 
colonial. That is where Africa en-
ters our Dutch picture again: con-
temporary globalization. Processes 
of globalization are complicated 
and difficult to grasp but that does 
not hinder artists from engaging in 
them through their work.   

AF: You mentioned that Decem-
ber’s exhibition had the sub-theme 
“revisiting rationalism.” Could you 
elaborate?  
JB/KW: The works in this exhibi-
tion question dominant ways of 
reasoning through their use of 
idiosyncratic visual languages and 
the establishment of unknown 
categories and comparisons. Take 
for instance Carlos Garaicoa’s La 
Razón (2010), which is an appro-
priation of Kant’s Critique of Pure 
Reason (1781) for artistic purposes 
in the most literal sense. Garaicoa 

carefully took out pages of Kant’s 
book and rearranged them accord-
ing to some kind of logic. With this 
work Garaicoa delicately shows 
that construing Kant’s Critique 
of Pure Reason is a matter of atti-
tude. It seemed to us that starting 
Project ‘1975’ by focusing on artis-
tic methods used to approach the 
unstable subject of reason and the 
subject of categories that relate to 
it would make sense.   

AF: As European curators dealing 
with ‘Africa’ it can be argued that 
there is something inherently prob-
lematic, or post-colonial about your 
project…  
JB/KW: We really don’t want to 
suggest that we can deal with ‘Af-
rica’ or show what ‘African Art’ is 
— we’d rather leave that to people 
like Okwui Enwezor and Chika 
Okeke-Agulu. We are no experts 
but we want to focus on the mani-
fold viewpoints of transnational 
issues from the perspective of 
SMBA. We don’t need ‘African 
Art’ for that matter, but to us ig-
noring art and artists that might 
be related to that term just doesn’t 
make sense anymore. Amsterdam 
has been involved in global pro-
cesses for a long time. The Nether-
lands have had economic relations 
with African people and countries 
for ages. Instead of uncritically 
celebrating this involvement we 
would like to provide a platform 
for cultural producers to shed light 
on underexposed issues. The pro-
gram does not focus on post-colo-
nial theory, it is much broader than 
that. Exhibition practices based on 
post-colonial theory always come 
across as belated, as if they have 
to compensate for something ig-
nored in the past. Post-colonial 
theory is not the only theoreti-
cal framework through which art 
from Africa should be analyzed. 
We would like to communicate as 
many possible views and provide 
diverse perspectives on the work 
of artists and experts. In that sense, 
SMBA enters the global era con-
sciously in regards to the ambiguity 
of its endeavor that both promotes 
transnational cultural exchange 
and looks critically at it. 
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