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El Anatsui’s Untitled, 2020 is a stunning
example of his found object-derived tapestries.
Anatsui creates his work with an unexpected
and diverse range of materials, including found
aluminum bottle tops, milk-tin lids, ceramics,
and assorted locally sourced objects. The
conceptual conceits found in his work are
global and political and focus primarily on
issues related to colonialism, the environment,
and the confrontations which arise between
local cultures and globalization.
Believing that an artist should use the materials around him, Anatsui produced this
shimmering wall hanging by cutting refuse aluminum bottle caps into strips and
weaving them into a cascading assemblage of color and refracted light. Anatsui
explains, "[a]rt grows out of each particular situation, and I believe that artists are
better off working with whatever their environment throws up." In converting this
detritus into beautiful works of art, Anatsui draws our attention to the exponential
proliferation of waste in contemporary society and how people make value
judgments about what does or does not constitute waste.
El Anatsui’s use of bottle tops began in 1998 when, while taking a walk, the artist
stumbled upon a bag of discarded ‘Peak’ branded milk-tin can lids. Anatsui left the
lids in his studio for several months before the idea came to him “that by stitching
them together [he] could get them to articulate some statement. When the process
of stitching got underway, [he] discovered that the result resembled a real fabric
cloth.” (Susan Vogel, El Anatsui Art and Life, p. 54) Anatsui manipulates the rigid
metallic material so that it almost becomes cloth-like; strong yet pliant wall hangings
that allow for infinitely variable folds and creases. The malleable nature of the work
causes it to take on a new life and appearance with every new environment it is
installed in.

The rich golden folds of the present work recall the enigmatic, gold leaf imbued
canvases of Gustave Klimt. The tumbling elegance of the ever-changing tapestry
draws the viewer’s eyes like a magnet to metal. With themes relating to colonialism,
the environment, and art historical mores about found objects, Untitled is a
profoundly alluring work that is as visually arresting as it is thought-provoking.
Untitled was explicitly made for Anatsui's exhibition En quête de Liberté at the historic
Conciergerie palace in Paris for the annual Africa2020 Season that highlights African
and African diaspora artists from across the globe. Anatsui was given creative carte
blanche in the cavernous halls of the palace, resulting in the construction of six
monumental metal sculptures, including Untitled.
Similar works to Untitled can be found in museums around the world, including
Bleeding Takari II, 2007, in the collection of the Museum of Modern Art in New York
City, and Ink Splash II, 2012, in the collection of the Tate Museum in London.
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