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When I visited the Picasso Face-to-Face Past and Present exhibit at the Montreal Museum of Fine 

Arts (MMFA), I was completely floored and enamored by the exquisite collection. Artists from Africa 

or of African descent were brought into the narrative from an initial colonized and Eurocentrist 

approach to African art to a now profound transformation, making up these beautiful works. I 

selected these particular artworks as I personally identified the most with the message behind them. 

I have attempted to decode the hidden elements behind each prospective and analyze each 

artwork with an informative yet emotional and spontaneous approach. 
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Zino Saro-Wiwa, The Invisible Man: The Weight of Absence, Gidee print 5/5, 2015 

Following the execution of her father and having spent 20 years in exile, the artist returned to her 

homeland of the Niger Delta region and found her catharsis and calling in a newer form of 

masquerade style called Ogele. It is said that one of the masks invoked memories of her father 

due to the profound likeness it bore to him and prompted Zino Saro-Wiwa to create her own Neo-

Ogoni mask. This was to confront the spirit of the familial troubles she had encountered with the 

men in her life who had disappeared either through death or some other mystery (absence); 

hence the fitting name for the artwork (The Weight of Absence). That is what the Janus-faced 

mask represented, featuring men that had somehow vanished throughout her life or were hard to 

attain (father, brothers, lovers, as well as illusive Ogele dancers). The black and white face 

represents the sadness caused by the loss while the pink lined face (not pictured here) speaks 

about anger associated with abandonment. Since thousands of years, the masquerade culture 

was mainly dominated by men, even when calling upon female spirits. She sought to challenge 

this view and pioneered to bring to light that women in society carried several burdens (physical 

as well as emotional) and were more than capable of wearing the mask and representing their 

own culture. It is interesting to observe that the wearer of the mask is a woman and dressed 

notably in feminine attire. She encouraged the women folk to take up masquerade and form their 

own troupe and this idea was heartily welcomed by them. The artist is known to seek out the 

connection between self and the environment as well as performance and emotion and has long 

felt the cognitive and emotional discourse in masquerade; either in performance or African masks 

displayed in museums. She was an ardent believer in the philosophy that a world existed 

between the face and the mask. She sought to bridge the same gap through her work by making 

the wearer experience that world through performance. I personally identified the most with this 

artwork and its backstory during my research for this assignment.  
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Description of the artwork by MMFA  
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Mickalene Thomas, I Learned The Hard Way, Rhinestones, acrylic, enamel on panel, 2010 
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As I walked into the exhibit, it was hard to surpass or even look away from this artwork as it took 

up almost an entire wall in all its magnificence and glory. I was intrigued by the bold and striking 

subject apart from the highly constructive landscape and interior of the piece. The artist is most 

widely known for her large scale works of African American women contextualized in the 1970s 

style environments of colorful patterns, wood paneling, and rhinestones. The first thing that can be 

noticed from the top of the frame is the scratched wood paneling which is sectioned off in blocks, 

creating an unbalanced visual. This could be an indication of lower-class strata. However, the 

rhinestones etched on the same wood attempt to contradict the same notion and communicate 

false representation. This artwork was in execution during the time Sharon Jones and The Dap-

Kings had released their music album with the same title, which spoke of a love that was harsh but 

imparted a life lesson at the same time. Mickalene Thomas grew up in New Jersey in the 1970s 

and 1980s, and influences from her life have inspired the backdrop of the decorative patterns of 

this collage. There is a lot of attention to detail. The artist successfully procures a trifecta of 

references to pop culture, Western art and African lineage in her work. Her muse is shown sitting 

gracefully with her legs stretched out and her head laid back. She exudes sensuality, grace and 

class. She is dressed modernly and fashionably. Attention is drawn to her glittering jewelry and 

Afro, with the hair being a woman’s crowning glory. The artist studied photography during her time 

at Yale which is a key factor in her work as she believes it is the most powerful form or 

representation of identity, figure, and persona. She is portrayed embodying perfectly the notions of 

beauty, power, and importance. The muse is not objectified but empowered; transforming the 

passivity of the pose to the power of performance. She asserts these aforementioned notions and 

ideals of black women by inserting them into poses and compositions derived from Western art 

history, a position they were historically excluded from. In doing so, she celebrates the black woman 

today. Mickalene Thomas uses seductive materials like rhinestones, acrylics, and enamel on wood 

paneling which confronts the viewer head-on and makes her artworks relatable to a wide audience 

particularly the modern black woman apart from successfully communicating identity.  
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Description of the artwork by MMFA 
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Romuald Hazoumè, The Goddess of Love, wood, wire, padlocks, 2012 
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This particular artwork sculpture stood out brightly in the middle of the room. At first what appears 

to be a sculpture of some goddess or deity due to the obvious torso and female head (both made 

of wood) soon highlights the viewer’s attention to the skirt made up of chain mail wire (2000 closed 

locks). Interestingly, the goddess wears their keys as necklaces and earrings. Further historical 

research supported by the museum’s information reveals the artist hails from Benin, where voodoo 

is the state religion. In accordance to its primitive traditions, the goddess wears this skirt as a 

protective suit of armor. She is protected by the warriors and has the credibility and ability to store 

and pass on love. Personally, I am of the opinion that the goddess of love bears similarities to 

mythological figures like Cupid as well as The Greek Goddess of Love, Aphrodite. The goddess 

has the power and energy to store love and demands the respect of the warriors in return. She 

demonstrates and allows us to try the possibilities of voodoo and underpins the collusion of different 

cultural traditions. The sculpture’s design, construction, and ideology reference the Western 

practice of attaching locks to bridges (namely Pont Des Arts in Paris). I would confess to having 

participated in the same ritual with a former lover to be part of something trendy which couples did. 

This sums up my relation to this artifact and why this made the cut for my third and final artwork to 

analyze. As the artist himself points out, it is a very serious act in voodoo of throwing away the key 

after closing the lock. Since the 1990s, he developed a multidisciplinary practice which was marked 

by Fa, a sacred divination and initiation system. It represents the soul of the culture of the 

indigenous people of West Africa and is the means of communication with the gods and ancestors, 

where communication happens through a unique and complex system of 256 symbols, each 

symbolizing 16 parabels and 16 expressions. The artist works with discarded and used objects, 

shaping them to represent his take on global issues and plays with stereotypes associated with 

Africa in his works (voodoo in this particular instance) and gives back to the West the same 

consumer refuse that engulfs society today.  

Given below is the description of the artwork by MMFA.  
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