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funcrtion ag a lucrative marketing
technique. For instance, it is
possible to view the efforts of
Audi as supporting a national style
in order to perpetuate the myth of

.

'‘German engineering’. Audi's sales
slogan is only ever expressed in
German "Vorsprung durch Technik".
The perception that Audi's products
are superior in quality to other
cars on the market is being
maintained through its styling

and advertising under the guise

of 'German engineering'. It seems
manufacturing companies like Audi

want to support the idea of a German

&

nostalgic. playful and outdoors.

In this way novelty, or changes in
style maintain the momentum in the
consumer market.

How does one go about creating a
style, or cultural identity that
could be perceived by Westerners
as ‘'influenced by Afrieca’? It will
be important to create a style that
will be desirable to the West.

This means that what the West
apprecidtes as being “African’ or
‘from Africa’ has to be better
understood in order to create an
accessible product within a design
congcious segment of European and
American markets. There are three
elements in African artefacts that
differ from those in the West and

offer opportunities for an approach

national style to help perpetuate
their brand.
Dominic Strinati (1995:225) in
his text on Postmodernism feels
that ‘images dominate narrative’.
Strinati gquestions how deeply, or
not, consumers probe the values
behind the signs when purchasing/
using products thiz is not a
discussion of function versus

style but more one of style versus
meaningfulness. What is significant
is that style is increasingly
important in deciding which variant

and for what reasons (to be seen to

be as ‘in', stylish and hip ete.)

to the creation an African style.
These elemants are the contradictory
views by Westerners and Africans

of African aesthetics. abstraction
and authenticity. By understanding
what Westerners expect of African
degthetics, abstraction and
authenticity and understanding the
African perspective with relation te
their artefacts varicug devises are
discovered for use by the designer

to create an African style,

AESTHETICS

Aesthetics from a Western
perspective relate to principles
of good taste and appreciation
of beauty. When trying to create

4 product that is aesthetically

from among many we purchase, For
example, if ten cameras function
in exactly the same manner, then
style is the only criterion by
which one can choose which one te
purchase. Style was once a marker
of gtatus: it is now increasingly
a marker of lifestyle. This is te
say, status was once a matter of
buying a superior product with
hidden values of integrity. but
now that "superior product' is

less easily distinguishable. There
is a proliferation of alternative
lifestyles which are now represented

by visual styles: sophisticated,

pleasing in a Western context some
process of design must take place.
'‘Design® is a Western construcet, it
is therefore inherently Western, and
in this sense it is not the best
starting point for discovering a new
aegthetic/atyle which originates

in Africa where the term 'design®

is necessarily imported. The very
concept of design as defined by the
West is as foredgn to traditional
Africa as is the concept of art.
Many African objects are not
regarded as aesthetic objects in
their society despite the fact that
they contain images. for example
when Dominique Zahan. recognised as
one of the great French ethnologists
and Africanists of the last century,

talks about the horizontal ciwara
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headrest from Mali (Fig. 1), used

by the Bamana peoples in a dance
during agricultural work in erder
to make the harvest successful, he

states,"that very often, if not

always., African art objects are

created for the goals of ritual.

(2000:42). Yer. the West gives

these African objects *Art' status,

altering their status so as to suit

Western preoccupation .and in the

process losing, for Westerners, the

values (ritual) that are important

for the Bamana.
Anthropologist Wyatt McCaffey (1998:

218) quotes Danto: “Neither ‘art’

nor *primitive art’ is a class of
objects existing in the world., to
be identified and circumscribed.
Both are categories of our thought
and practice: they are related
as subeategories of a broader
institutional set, and have evolved
continuously as part of the history
of the west.”

Three things according to McGaffey

(1998:220) are required in order
to classify a work as art: the
object: a critic or connoisseur:
and a public. Someone is needed
tc mediate the object, just as an
institutrion, such as a museum, is
required to authenticate an African
artefact. Art needs to be correctly
exhibited in an institutionally
acceptable space, or publicatien.
This method of placing an object on
a pedestal or framing it removes it

from its original context. By taking

African artefacts and classifying

them as aesthetic art works before
their funcrion in African society

removes the artefacts from their
intended purposes. The usefulness of
objects is of paramount importance
in traditional Africa whether the
object 1s designed for ritual
or everyday use. This is not to
say that Africans do not regard
their objects with qualitative
judgement, but a 'useless’ chair
such as Cerrit Rietveld's Red/Blue
chair (Fig. 2) would be regarded
as absurd, since it ig a chair
designed primarily to be looked

at and not to be sat on, Use is

Fig | Ciwara heactrest Bamana. Mah, wood and meial. L
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abstraction is used

important to the West but not as a

means of differentiation or, as for
the Bamana, as a source of ritual
meaningfulness. Therefore if the
market for the practical research is
the West, a designer may entertain
ideaa of beauty or stylishnese
before use. in creating an African
style because the Westerner expects
an African artefact to be treated
as art. A traditional African
craftsman would however create a
chair that would firstly satisfy
ritual meaningfulness before any
congideration of aesthetics could be

attached to 1it.
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ABSTRACTION

In African art.
to highlight parts of the whole: the
reduction in size of the ciwara's

body gives the head maximum emphasgis
(Fig.

form for ritual or metaphorical

1). Adjustments are made to

purposes. The formal characteristics

of traditional African art inspired

the West (Modernism) and not the

meaning behind them: in fact these

characteristiecs regensrated the
whole of Western art, Western

artists seemed to be unaware or
the reasons

not concerned with

for African ‘abstraction’' - they



meérely appropriated the abstra

found in trad onal Af ~an

objects. In the West abstraction

i an intellectual process whereas
in traditional Afr ties
meaning is invested in a

meaning that actrues from empirical

experience and this meaning

expressed by abstracting element

in an artefact. For example,

Zahan feels the growth patrterns

of the groundnut are translated

the above

in metaphoric terms

Sidney Kaafir (1999:91)

only pre-colonial artefacts have any

value {(authenticity) to the West

due to the notic

destroyed Afric:
to stimulating a transformation.
The use of pre-colonial artefacts
nly avenue of

would bhe

limiting since
the availability of pre-colonial
This can

artefacts has dwindled.

West's notion

(]

be attributed to th
of these artefacts authenticity

and therefore value in Western

collections. If on the other hand

one engages with Oguibe’s (1999:320)

stance that the West

ground {large, detailed head) and

below ground (small. simplified

body) realisation of form in the
hu

Although abstraction is used

b
(2000

rizontal ciwara

create de

m
o
L)

by Westerners igns
(Modernism) it is the African

experience of abstraction that

important in the case of this
regsearch. By looking at How Westerh

affects or determines

Western aesthetlics and the internal

considerations for African art, this

nger be permitted to define

*Africanness’, radical

departures

from pre-colonial objects become

gvallable to the designer. The idea

classified as authentically African
would allow the freedom to

inform

draw on many sour

the experience of the individual

living in Afri This does not

mean that design will benefir

of stereotypically
African concepts. Design that
draws on a multiple African

heritage may even incorporate
features of Western design. since

globalisation has eroded any sense

10 & Gait Rigtveld, Red. Blue Am

\trast

could create a new approach

AUTHENTICITY

What marks of *auther

Western consumer be looking for in

5 T

a contemporary design? This would

be important in order to create an

African design. Designs may need
e

to refer dir

to pre-colonial

obje

to satisfy the

Western consumer; art historian

) and pine

boundaries

between countriegs are Western

constructs: The difficulty of this
approach would be to redeflne and
challenge the West's perception of

African authenticity. so that the

incorporation of testing or
b

that

other Africans and

the Western buyers.
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