
French President Emmanuel Macron on Friday agreed
to return 26 cultural artefacts to Benin “without
delay”, a move that could put pressure on other for-

mer colonial powers to return African artworks to their
countries of origin.

The decision-which Macron said should not be seen as
an isolated or symbolic case-came as the president
received the findings of a study he commissioned on repa-
triating African treasures held by French museums.
Macron agreed to return the 26 works, mainly royal stat-
ues from the Palaces of Abomey-formerly the capital of
the kingdom of Dahomey-taken by the French army during
a war in 1892 and now in Paris’ Quai Branly museum.

In addition, he proposed gathering African and
European partners in Paris next year to define a frame-
work for an “exchange policy” for African artworks. The
president “hopes that all possible circulation of these
works are considered: returns but also exhibitions, loans,
further cooperation”, the Elysee palace said. Ousmane
Aledji, director of the Benin cultural centre Artisttik Africa,
said he was pleased to see “a new form of cultural
exchange” with France. Britain has also faced calls to
return artefacts, including the Elgin Marbles to Greece
and the Benin Bronzes to Nigeria, while museums in
Belgium and Austria house tens of thousands of African
pieces.

Legislation to return art? 
Calls have been growing in Africa for restitution of art-

works, but French law strictly forbids the government from

ceding state property, even in well-documented cases of
pillaging. In 2016 Benin demanded France return items
including statues, artworks, carvings, sceptres and sacred
doors. While that request was initially denied, in
November 2016 Macron raised hopes in a speech in
Burkina Faso, pledging to “return African heritage to
Africa”. Following his speech, Macron asked French art
historian Benedicte Savoy and Senegalese writer Felwine
Sarr to study the matter.

Their report, a copy of which has been seen by AFP,
has been welcomed by advocates of the restitution of
works which were bought, bartered, or in some cases sim-
ply stolen. It proposes legislation be developed to return
thousands of African artefacts taken during the colonial
period to nations that request them. There are conditions,
however, including a request from the relevant country,
precise information about the works’ origins, and the exis-
tence of proper facilities such as museums to house the
works back in their home country. Macron’s office said
that museums will be invited to “identify African partners
and organize possible returns” and should quickly estab-
lish “an online inventory of their African collections”. The
president also called for “in-depth work with other
European states that retain collections of the same nature
acquired in comparable circumstances”.

Museums fear losing artefacts 
A UNESCO convention against the export of illicit cul-

tural goods adopted in 1970 called for the return of cultur-
al property taken from a country but it did not address

historic cases, including from the colonial era. With muse-
ums fearing they could be forced to return artefacts, for-
mer colonial powers have been slow to ratify the conven-
tion: France only did so 1997, Britain in 2002, Germany in
2007 and Belgium in 2009.

On Tuesday, the governor of Easter Island in the Pacific
tearfully begged the British Museum to return one of its
famous statues. The London museum has held the Hoa
Hakananai’a, one of the most spiritually important of the
Chilean island’s stone monoliths, for 150 years. Of the esti-
mated 90,000 African artworks in French museums,
around 70,000 are at the Quai Branly museum, created by
ex-president Jacques Chirac, a keen admirer of African
and Asian art. Elsewhere in Europe, 37,000 objects from
Sub-Saharan Africa were at Vienna’s Weltmuseum and
180,000 were at Belgium’s Royal Museum for Central
Africa in Tervuren.

The report commissioned by Macron said such collec-
tions were effectively depriving Africans of their artistic
and cultural heritage. “On a continent where 60 percent of
the population is under the age of 20 years old, what is
first and foremost of a great importance is for young peo-
ple to have access to their own culture, creativity, and
spirituality from other eras,” it said. — AFP
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A visitor takes a photo with a mobile phone of a 2004 lim-
ited edition screenprint ‘Girl with Red Balloon’ during a
press preview of an exhibition of British street artist
Banksy ‘The Art of Banksy’ at the MUDEC, the Museum of
Cultures in Milan. — AFP photos

A visitor views photos of Banksy’s graffitis taken on site, during a press preview of an
exhibition of British street artist Banksy ‘The Art of Banksy’.

Visitors watch Banksy’s 2003 screenprint ‘Bomb Hugger’ (center) during a press preview
of an exhibition of British street artist Banksy ‘The Art of Banksy. A visitor watches Banksy’s 2004 screenprint ‘Love Rat’.

A visitor attends a press preview of an exhibition of British
street artist Banksy ‘The Art of Banksy’ at the MUDEC, the
Museum of Cultures.

A visitor takes a photo with a mobile phone of a 2003
spray paint on two formica panels ‘Toxic Mary’.

Visitors take photos with mobile phones of a 2003 limited
edition screenprint ‘Flower Thrower’ or ‘Love Is In The Air’.

A visitor watches Banksy’s 2003 screenprint ‘Turf War’. A visitor watches Banksy’s 2005 screenprint ‘Choose Your
Weapon’.

This file photo shows the Ato ceremony of the Kingdom of Dahomey, circa 1934 on May 18, 2018 at the Quai Branly
Museum-Jacques Chirac in Paris. — AFP photos

This file photo shows Funerary crown of the Kingdom of
Dahomey dating from 1860-1889, at the Quai Branly
Museum-Jacques Chirac in Paris.

Belgium impounds
touring Banksy works
over insurance fears

Belgian authorities have impounded millions
of euros worth of works by street artist
Banksy after an exhibitor in Brussels real-

ized they may not be insured, a lawyer said
Friday. The exhibitor, Strokar, informed the
authorities that the 58 paintings, photos and
silkscreens may not be covered if any were dam-
aged or stolen, Strokar’s lawyer Stanislas
Eskenazi said. “My client is a small non-profit
which only provided an exhibition space. It want-
ed to protect itself against an enormous risk,”
Eskenazi told AFP, confirming Belgian media
reports.

Contacted by Strokar, an administrative court
in Brussels this week appointed a bailiff who put
the works under lock and key on Thursday, he
added.  Steve Lazarides, a former Banksy agent
who broke with the British street artist in 2009,
assembled the works, which are valued at 15 mil-
lion euros ($17 million) and belong mainly to pri-
vate collectors.

The exhibition “Banksy Unauthorized” was
organized without the involvement of the myste-
rious pseudonymous artist, whose identity is
known to only a few friends. Acting as an inter-
mediary, German-based firm “On Entertainment”
invited Strokar to exhibit the works in the
Belgian capital, Eskenazi said. The firm said it had
the rights and permits to show the works but it is
not clear under what conditions those rights
were granted or whether the works are insured,
the lawyer added.

The Belgian court must now settle the matter
in the next few months in a case pitting Lazarides
and his firm Lazinc against On Entertainment.
Eskenazi said the German firm declined to show
Strokar the insurance contracts for the works
when it asked for them after the exhibition on
street art began earlier this month. “They said:
‘it’s our problem, not yours’,” the lawyer said. In
handing down its ruling, the court said the works
“appear to be very exposed without the agree-
ment of those with the legal rights over them,”
L’Echo newspaper reported. “There are reasons
to fear for their safety, in a way that it appears
necessary to secure them as quickly as possible,”
it added. — AFP

France to return African treasures to Benin

His identity is a mystery that adds to his allure, but a
new exhibition in Italy dedicated to street artist
Banksy looks beyond the feverish headlines to

explore his works as vehicles for protest. The solo show,
organized by the Museum of Cultures in Milan, is “the first
on Banksy organized by a public museum-apart from the
one in Bristol put on by the artist, but that was a one-off
performance,” curator Gianni Mercurio said Tuesday. The
Italian show was organized without Banksy’s say-so and
was “very difficult, it was like working with a ghost,” he
told AFP.

Banksy’s true identity has been a closely-guarded
secret since the start of the 1990s. He is known to be
British and comes from Bristol. He uploads photographs of
his works onto his website, but never comments. “Banksy
owes a lot of his success, or rather to his popularity, to the
fact that he is an anonymous artist. It’s a contradiction: his
notoriety comes from his anonymity,” he said. Mercurio
said he opted for “a slightly academic approach” in put-
ting together the exhibition, entitled “A Visual Protest”,

which opens Wednesday and runs until April. “I want the
public to understand who Banksy is as an artist and not
just as a media phenomenon. He has become a myth and
that means his art has become secondary,” he said.

‘Storyteller and realist’ 
The show starts by looking at the artist’s influences,

from the Situationism movement to the May 1968 uprising
in Paris. It explores key works such as “Love is in the Air”,
a stencilled graffiti which captures a man in the act of
throwing flowers instead of a Molotov cocktail in a peace-
ful but hard-hitting protest. The show for the first time
unites under one roof around 80 works, including paint-
ings, sculptures and prints by the artist, as well as 60
record and CD covers he has designed. Several works
show how Banksy subverts world-famous images by
changing elements in them to alter their meaning. In
“Flag”, he takes Pulitzer prize-winner Joe Rosenthal’s pho-
tograph of five Marines and a Navy corpsman raising the
US flag and replaces them with young rebels from Harlem,

who are raising it over a burnt-out car.
In “Turf War”, he transforms British former prime minis-

ter Winston Churchill into a Punk icon, calling it “creative
vandalism”. The exhibition also pays tribute to Banksy’s
famous rats, who he transforms into rappers, violin players
or artists. Banksy’s art, at once satirical and politically
engaged, denounces everything from consumerism to US
imperialism or war. In “Can’t beat the feelin’”, for example,
Mickey Mouse and Ronald McDonald are superimposed
onto the famous photograph of the naked girl fleeing
napalm bombings in Vietnam, holding her hands as she
runs.

“Banksy’s essence is the message. He is a storyteller
and a realist because he uses elements and people from
everyday life,” Mercurio said. “He has revived the rebel
and political side of street art which had been abandoned.
Which is to his great credit”. — AFP

Banksy the rebel on show in Milan


