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As part of the atelier COME IN TENT (curated by Claude Jansen and Bisrat Negassi),
I'was invited in 2021 to work with objects from the depot of the now former Museum
of Ethnology in Hamburg. Among many other striking items from the African conti-
nent, there are three richly embroidered Egungun costumes, elaborately decorated
with sequins, beads, and cowrie shells, covering the head, body, and feet.

These costumes originate from the Yoruba in Nigeria, I learn. Beyond that, no one at
the museum knows much about them nor how they became part of the collection.

Ibegin to research. Among the Yoruba, Egungun is a masked figure who appears as
an ancestor or other being and delivers messages to the living. As a medium, it is its task
to accompany the community spiritually and morally. In dance, the Egungun holds up
a mirror to people: it depicts the weaknesses and strengths of society, shows virtuous
and immoral behavior. The Egungun accepts thanks, warns, and blesses its people.
My father is Yoruba.

I wonder what role the Egungun played in his life.

None, he says.

He remembers the annual Egungun festival as a colourful, exciting spectacle,
but he was forbidden to know more about it.

I come to know a fragmentary part of my family history, in which traditional wisdom
and new knowledge acquisition were at odds with each other.

As a child, my grandfather ran away from home. Years later, my great-grandmother
finally found her son. The Oracle of Ifa had shown her the way to Irish priests who
oversaw a mission hundreds of kilometres away in the coastal city of Lagos. The
boy was about to become a priest himself. My great-grandmother refused to enter
the place and threatened to die at the front gate rather than surrender her son to
the missionaries.

My grandfather eventually became a teacher. And raised his children strictly
in the Christian faith.

Catholicism remains a traumatic memory for my father.

My parents met in Germany while studying. Shortly thereafter, they moved to
Lagos in Nigeria. I grew up with a German mother and a Nigerian father, a young
engineer who believed in shaping the future of a country still unsettled by the after-
math of British colonialism and the Biafran Civil War. I did not learn my father’s
mother tongue, and I never encountered the Egungun.

How to face one’s history when one has learned to be afraid of it? Where are the
dead when you can no longer call them? From whose wisdom do we learn?

Since my studies at the art academy, fragmentation, dissolution, and dissociation
have accompanied me as strategies in many different artistic forms.

Through dance, the Egungun hold up a mirror to humanity. The endless dance
dissolves the costumed bodies into amorphous, eternally changing figures. New,
flowing forms emerge and decay. The human body no longer exists.

The papercut series Silent Masquerade emerges from a silent white surface.

For a brief moment, cutting with a scalpel allows me to visually capture the now rig-
id staggering of the Egungun. I must let go of meaning and grapple with the remnants
of what once was. I must endure the void while the figures continuously transform.

Over time, working with knife and paper has become an intimate ritual during
which I occasionally hear a soft swinging and clinking from the mediators of the
unspeakable. Hopefully, one day I will be fully able to read their movements and
the direction in which they are pointing me.
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