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Abstract

The relationship between research and the production of art and knowledge 
is an area of growing academic interest and reflection in the 21st century. This 
chapter contributes to recent literature that explores the complex and often not 
fully articulated relationship between artists and scholars, and the practical and 
tangible impact of research in the arts. The authors – a researcher and an artist –  
have collaborated for over a decade, with a mutually significant and beneficial 
impact on each other’s work. In this chapter, they reflect on the cooperation and 
exchange that have thus been critical to the development of their respective 
works. They explore power dynamics in, and the impact of colonialism on, the 
art world, especially the relationship between the “traditional” and the “contem-
porary”, the meaning of “success”, and how these are articulated in the visual 
languages of the societies and landscapes of West Cameroon. 
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Intersections fortuites et dialogue à long terme : la création artis-
tique et la recherche en tant qu’échanges collaboratifs (Résumé)

La relation entre la recherche et la production d’art et de connaissances est un 
domaine de réflexion universitaire qui suscite un intérêt croissant au XXIème siècle.  
Notre chapitre contribue à la littérature récente qui explore la relation complexe 
et souvent mal articulée entre les artistes et les spécialistes, ainsi que les effets 
pratiques et tangibles de la recherche dans le domaine artistique. Nous proposons 
ici une réflexion plutôt fluide et non structurée sur un peu plus d’une décennie 
de conversations et d’échanges qui ont été essentiels au développement de nos 
travaux respectifs. Cette réflexion suit vaguement une série de sujets qui nous ont 
été proposés par les rédacteurs de cette publication. Par souci de concision, nous 
avons décidé de résumer les principaux points plutôt que de fournir une traduc-
tion et une transcription complètes de notre conversation.

Introduction: Encounters and Mutual Influence 

Somewhat at odds with other experiences highlighted in this volume, to this 
day, we have never been involved in any type of formalised project togeth-
er. Nevertheless, our paths and work have intersected in many ways over the 
course of the years, and we acknowledge that our shared research and reflec-
tions have had a significant impact on both Silvia Forni’s academic and cura-
torial work and on Hervé Youmbi’s creative practice. There is a definite distinc-
tion in impact and scope between funded projects with specific outcomes and 
the open-ended long-term professional and human relationship that we are 
considering here. However, it is exactly this indefinite and unprescribed hori-
zon that makes it possible for each of us to continue to learn from one another 
in ways that inform and transform our practices in a rather organic way.

Although we have had many encounters, and we were both part of a few 
formal gatherings and recipients of one large grant, this chapter is – some-
what paradoxically – the first coauthored product of our long working re-
lationship. Over the last decade, Forni has delivered conference papers and 
written a few articles centering on Youmbi’s work.1 These were discussed 
at length with Youmbi who supported these activities by generously shar-
ing images and frequent updates on his developing artistic practice. The  
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collaborative effort underpinning academic writing is something usually just 
acknowledged in passing, but the question posed to us by the editors of this 
volume made us reflect more intentionally on the importance of building 
mutual trust in the relationship between an artist and the scholar(s) writing 
about their work. We both often felt that this worked quite nicely as a mutu-
ally beneficial relationship which strengthened Forni’s position as a scholar 
and contributed to enhancing the visibility of Youmbi’s work, resulting in 
residency opportunities and important acquisitions. This chapter is a rather 
fluid reflection on just over a decade of conversation and exchange that have 
thus been critical to the development of our respective works.2 

Contemporary Art, Traditions and Markets 

For many years, long before our paths crossed, both of us had been reflecting 
on the complex relationship between African contemporary art production, 
academic taxonomies, market demands, and opportunities. Since the late 
1990s, Silvia Forni had been exploring contemporary village-based artistic 
production in North West and West Cameroon, the relationship between ob-
jects and collections, and local conceptions of political authority, prestige, 
gender relationships, and financial success. Following the seminal work of 
Michael Rowlands, Jean-Pierre Warnier, Nicolas Argenti, Christraud Geary 
and Christopher Steiner, Silvia Forni’s research sought to explore the mul-
tiple ways in which contemporary makers articulated ideas of tradition and 
modernity through their aesthetic choices. In addition, starting in 2010, she 
was interested in exploring the markets available to contemporary rural art-
ists and how middlemen and dealers influenced both the artistic production 
and the way this was framed in markets. At the same time, Hervé Youmbi 
had started reflecting on the persistent social impact of colonisation on Af-
rican societies fifty years after independence. Through his work Totem that 
Haunt our Dreams, completed in 2010, he questioned the aspirations of Af-
rica-based artists who still saw cultural institutions in the Global North as 
the inescapable arbiters of success, despite the desire many had to make art 
from an African perspective. Building on his questioning of the identity and 
aspirations of individual artists, Hervé Youmbi was interested in exploring 
the idea of cultural identity and the factors that shape and influence cultural 
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values and transformations. In many ways, what troubled us both were the 
strict academic and commercial boundaries dividing the “traditional” and 
the “contemporary” and the very real challenges posed to these definitions 
by the complex reality of artistic production happening in cities and villages 
on the African continent.

Grounded in our independently developed interests and research, our think-
ing finally started to converge in 2010, when Silvia returned to Douala after 
spending several weeks in West Cameroon, often referred to as the “Grass-
fields”, and particularly in Foumban researching the local art market. Over 
a few visits to Hervé’s studio, we spent hours discussing the artificial separa-
tion between the traditional and the contemporary, exchanging ideas and 
thoughts about the changes and transformations that we were witnessing in 
how “tradition” was being articulated in the visual language of the palaces 
and masquerades of West Cameroon. What unfolded during those visits was 
an intense and generous exchange that in many ways reinforced our inde-
pendent commitment to continuing this research through our distinct lan-
guages. Collaboration was indeed an interesting part of those conversations. 
Though singular authorship is the highest currency both in academia and in 
the art world, we were both interested in thinking through ideas of collective 
forms of creativity. Forni’s research on the market for contemporary “tradi-
tional” art, the workshop and the collective efforts that often contribute to 
the creation of artworks was very much aligned with Youmbi’s own interests. 

After spending some time reflecting on the ways in which artists’ individ-
ual trajectories are shaped by the inescapable fields of power of the interna-
tional art world (institutions, biennials, fairs and galleries), Hervé Youmbi 
was beginning to investigate the role of art in contributing to shifting cul-
tural identities on the local level. While contemporary studio artists present-
ed themselves as players on an international scene in dialogue with makers 
from other countries, these international tensions were taking a different 
form at the local level, where artists and performers operating in the “tra-
ditional” sphere were developing new visual languages that reflected their 
contemporary understanding of community, political, and religious practic-
es. For both of us, the creative and often collaborative creative intelligence 
that bestowed specific meanings to different art forms in local communi-
ties was a compelling counterpoint to the globalising and homogenising 
effect of the international contemporary art scene, often characterised by 
sweeping trends that strictly inform – to the point of limiting – the space of  
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individual creativity. While we pursued these avenues of research and re-
flection with different methodologies and from different vantage points, we 
strongly valued the opportunity of sharing and discussing our ideas with one 
an other, testing their validity and heuristic potential in contexts (North West 
and West Cameroon and the contemporary art world) that were familiar to 
both of us and constituted a strong foundation for our conversations. 

Long-Term Exchange as Collaboration 

Not framed by specific funding, institutional networks or timelines, but 
fuelled exclusively by mutual interest and trust, the relationship we estab-
lished afforded avenues of collaboration that were driven exclusively by our 
research and creative interests at any specific moment. For Hervé Youmbi 
the chance to discuss with academics and researchers was a welcome sound-
ing board for ideas. Even before meeting Silvia Forni, he had developed a 
strong and meaningful working relationship with art historian Dominique 
Malaquais, who was the first art historian to publish significant scholarship 
about his work.3 

Meeting Silvia Forni provided yet another avenue of collaboration: her po-
sition as a curator in a large encyclopedic museum made it possible for him 
to test the practical and conceptual possibilities of producing contemporary 
works that were meant to transition between different spheres of presentation 
and fruition.4 Although it was not really planned that way, upon encounter-
ing the first material iteration of Youmbi’s contemporary idiosyncratic “tradi-
tional” masks at an art fair in London, Forni proposed to acquire the work for 
the collection of the Royal Ontario Museum (ROM) in Toronto. Knowing well 
what the intent of the project was, she was keen to witness the completion 
of the multiple transitions of the first works in the Visage des Masques series 
which travelled from the contemporary art space of Bandjoun Station to the 
dance field, and from an art fair back to the community before being per-
manently accessioned by a foreign institution. Because of her deep interest 
in the project, Forni was invested in negotiating the institutional latitude to 
make sure that the work could travel from London back to Cameroon, then to 
the ROM, following a somewhat unconventional journey and timeline for the 
acquisition of a contemporary artwork. Becoming involved firsthand in this 
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project provided Forni with the opportunity not only to think, but also to do 
things differently when it came to building a collection of African art in a large 
Canadian museum. At the same time, the ROM’s purchase provided Youmbi 
with his first important institutional endorsement, which, as often happens, 
was followed by other museums acquiring his works in the years following.

Figure 1  |  Hervé Youmbi and Silvia Forni in the atelier of Marie Kouam, one of Youmbi’s collaborators, 
November 2021 © The Authors
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Unlike many scholar/curator-artist interactions, our relationship neither be-
gan nor ended with a project or a product, but it is mostly grounded in a sin-
cere interest in exchanging ideas. Silvia Forni wrote and likely will continue 
to write about Hervé Youmbi’s work.5 She also acquired two important art-
works for the institution she was working for. Yet there was never a sense that 
these were the final goals of their interactions. Rather, these events emerged 
as the punctuation of an ongoing relationship that continues to unfold 
through encounters in Cameroon and other parts of the world. The absence 
of a specific economic framework allowed for a high degree of flexibility but 
also reduced the potential power imbalance of traditional institutional col-
laborations, where terms tend to be determined by the side controlling the 
finances of a project. That said, we both know that our exchanges have had 
an impact on the way we do our respective jobs. It is a relationship that has 
provided reciprocal intellectual nourishment while also pushing us to think 
beyond our areas of expertise and remain open to different forms of articula-
tion of our shared interests.

Although we are conveying a rather positive picture, we do not want to 
give the impression that our positionalities are not shaped by the structural 
imbalances which shaped many collaborations between researchers in the 
Global North and artists in the Global South. We are clearly aware that we are 
not operating outside the systems that define our roles as curator/researcher 
and artist/researcher. The fact that we first met in Cameroon where Forni was 
doing research sponsored by the museum she was employed by long before 
we would meet in Europe and in the US is not a factor that we ignore. This 
framework created a specific setting and expectations that were neither un-
usual nor unique. Artists usually welcome researchers and curators due to 
their potential to open up future opportunities. Yet we know that our rela-
tionship is not exclusively defined by the transactional opportunities that 
have emerged at different times, as we are both convinced that there is much 
more to be gained as researchers, artists, and humans by taking a long-term 
approach that allows for relationships and questions to evolve. As we con-
tinue to stay in touch, discuss, and exchange we look forward to discovering 
how our thinking will change with time and what new horizons we will con-
template together as individuals and professionals in the years to come.
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