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                 1.  Abstract 
 
Visions of sound are a series of generative abstract 
sculptures that explores the connections between sound, 
content and form. The sculptures are physical data 
representations of people’s perspectives within the African 
Diaspora on the “black lives matter" movement. This 
project attempts to highlight certain issues or sub issues 
like police brutality that are currently being shadowed 
within our community and looks at ways to publicize 
people’s on-going debate surrounding it in an expressive 
manner than what we might see or hear on screen. 

The sculptures will be viewed using a traditional museum 
display setting for about 4 pieces which will be open to the 
general public especially for those like myself, that are 
interested in social & economic issues, as well as 
sculptures. 
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2.   Introduction 
 
 

How can people’s opinions and matters on Black Lives 

Matter be observed in a way that can be physically 

compared? People’s personal stories and opinions will 

be gathered through qualitative interviews held with a 

diverse group of Africans. The sound waves from 

certain stories will be used to generate the visual layout, 

which will then be sculpted from laser cutting wood. 

The project also explores how sound waves can be 

translated into physical manifestations, and how stories 

can be explored through a physical form. 
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                  Fig 1            Fig 2               Fig 3 
 
 
 

   3.   Context, Research and Background 
 

           3.1  Police brutality and Black lives matter  

 

The Black lives matter movement is an ongoing 

response to the police brutality within black 

communities in America. The truth of the matter is that 

legal or illegal immigrants of color, such as myself that 

are currently living in the US could also be a victim or 

police brutality due to the color of our skin. As an 

African woman, or rather a Nigerian woman coming 

into the US, one of the things I started to become aware 

of is racism. Back home in Nigeria, we are all the of 

same skin color so we, or rather I, have hardly 

experienced racism in any form, but we were taught  
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about it in schools.  Africans each have their problems 

within their respective countries - war, terrorism, 

discrimination, social injustices even police brutality 

etc.  What I find very interesting is seeing two opposite 

sides of the world sharing a similar problem, and their 

various reasons behind it. For example, In Nigeria, 

There are very high cases of police brutality- some 

times extreme, sometimes questionable, and for us 

Nigerians its not based on skin color, but rather based 

off gender, social standing within the community or 

plain boredom. [ See fig 1, 2, 3 ] 

Nigerian men, and in most cases, African men believe 

women should never be in power – that their place is in 

the home supporting their husbands. Unfortunately, 

this archaic notion is still believed even till today in 

both rural and urban African countries. Some of the 

women in power today, as government officials or state 

senators are heavily criticized and ostracized, sometimes 

even blamed for the crumbling economy or lack of 

resources. Because of extreme cases of police brutality 

or acts of terrorism like the recent Boko Haram killings, 

Nigerians began to create smaller movements such as  
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the “All Nigerian lives matter” movement on going both 

in London and Nigeria led by political activist and 

playwright, Wole Soyinka. Their aim of this group “is to 

show the diaspora that solidarity through mobilization 

can hopefully help shed light on matters concerning 

innocent people and the loss of life by acts of terror.” 

pleadings to the Nigerian government have been made 

to condemn the violence and bring peace within the 

community. 

In Uganda, according to Bloomberg Business, there have 

been reports of Police brutality undermining the East 

African nation’s presidential elections. One of the 

presidential contenders Kizza Besigye was arrested last 

year because he had planned to lead rallies in the 

eastern towns. The [ Fig 3 ], above shows a woman 

among others who was being man handled by police 

forces for being part of the rallies. 

Police brutality comes in various forms; I want to 

highlight these forms during the interview process 

within African context. 
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                  Fig 4            Fig 5               Fig 6 
 

 
3.1.1  African vs. African-American works 

 

Ever since the start of the BLM movement there have been 

emerging African American artists and motivated artists 

alike who have responded to the movement through 

various contemporary art forms like integrating themes of 

social justice into their work. “Contemporary art” in itself 

is very subjective both literal or figuratively. The general 

notion of contemporary art is works that have been 

created after the 21st century. But there are other 

interpretations such as “art that has been and continues to 

be created during our lifetimes," in other words, 

contemporary to us, or works that are based on materials 

used today. But the fact of the matter is, long there have 

been numerous African and African American artists both  
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past and present that have already touched upon social 

and political issues that went on within their communities. 

Works of Henry Ossawa Tanner and Jacob Lawrence, 

[See fig 4 & 5] both African-Americans whose works 

touches upon the realities of American society and racial 

turmoil experienced during their lifetimes.  

 

African artists like El Anatsui and Tracey Rose have both 

been artists that have been brought up in every one of my 

Art history and African art classes during my 

undergraduate years. Their works are very inspiring are 

both social and politically charged with issues stemming 

within African context - especially Anastui, who is a 

famous sculptor in Ghana. He tried to tackle heavy issues 

like the crime and persecution in a nation struggling with 

the long-term effects of post-colonialism, 

underdevelopment and political corruption; he uses 

recycled materials which are layered with meanings that 

reach beyond the physical characteristics of the materials 

he chooses  - these are highlighted in one of his 2003 

sculptures Wastepaper Bag. (Fig 6). I had the courtesy to 

see some of his other works at the Brooklyn museum in 

New York. 
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               Fig 7    Fig 8                           Fig 9 

 
 
3.1.2  African-American artists response to BLM 

 

But yet with both African American and African art works 

touching upon similar issues, why is there still an absence 

or little acknowledgement of African artists within 

contemporary art on a global scale? Works along side 

famous contemporary artists like Bruce Newman, Keith 

Haring or even Jean-Michel Basquiat who was famous for 

the critically acclaimed piece in 1981 Irony of a Negro 

Policeman. (Fig 7) This piece is a critique on members of 

his own race. The figure in the paintings is a totalitarian 

black mass, with a mask-like face and hat resembling a 

cage. On the right of the painting are the words “Irony of 

Negro Policeman,” and to the bottom right of the panting 

is the word “Pawn,” clearly stating Basquiat’s opinion on 

the ridiculous position of a Negro Policeman.  
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I feel it is important for artists to interpret the Black Lives 

Matter movement - as art has a very long arc in our 

cultural and social spaces, it creates images that we return 

to. The very visual presence of Black Lives Matter has 

facilitated conversations that we would not have had, if 

we had not brought the language into the space of artist’s 

works. It’s clear that a few artists like Brandon Coley 

Cox’s, Untitled, 2014, Titus Kaphar, or, Shikeith’s film, 

Blackmendream, 2014 (Fig 10)  just to name a few, have 

helped to encapsulate and even advance the Black Lives 

Matter movement, through works that respond to its 

contemporary race issues. Through painting, drawing, 

film, conceptual pieces, and the mere act of creation itself, 

makers and curators have driven home the message that 

black lives more than matter. 
 

 
Fig 10 
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3.1.3  Traditional vs. Contemporary African art 
  

 

Contemporary African art blends the past with the 

present, art that presents turmoil while evoking a rich 

cultural past. Whereas you might not be able to visually 

recognize the meaning in traditional African art, the 

contemporary versions include allusions and references to 

the past. There is also greater use of personal preferences 

and a creative freedom that does not exist in traditional 

art. 

Traditional art was (and even today still) considered to be 

the usual “tribal” artifacts and works e.g. masks, pottery, 

sculptures, 3-dimensional work, colorful and abstract 

work usually of the human form – a naked man or woman 

(or hybrid animal man). A truly beautiful genre of art, 

every piece is a story and a way of looking to the past. 

You get a sense of the life lived and are transported to 

another life and way of living. A simpler time compared to 

the world we live in now. The nostalgia is an influence 

most certainly present in even recent works. Though we 

cannot forget that Art is a movement after all as well as 

being a narrative of the world.  
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                   Fig 11                    Fig 12                Fig 13 

 

Growing up in Nigeria, words like “Contemporary African 

Art” didn’t really exist. To me, there was only “African 

Art” and everything else was “Contemporary” in the 

Western sense. I saw no link to the abstract contemporary 

work of few modern African artists to the “tribal” or 

traditional sense of African Art, which I now disagree on. 

But after moving to the states and sort of getting a worldly 

view of African art outside my home town, I see why I had 

that view when I was younger to some extent, in regards 

to this comparison of African art vs. Contemporary 

African art. But this is no doubt a colonial influence on  
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how we perceive “African art.” Must all art from African 

artists be only masks, tribes and body structures? Is the 

term yet another way to clump all of Africa together, a 

neocolonial imposition by outsiders?  

According to an interview with Nigerian artist Peju 

Alatise, he claims ‘Western folk’ often convey overly 

simplistic projections of African art out of ignorance, 

negligence or simple lack of exposure.  
 

  “ The notion that art from Africa cannot utilize 

modern materials and forms of expression and 

should instead be characterized by the use of 

traditional and generic materials from the local 

environment.” 
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Fig 14                                 Fig 15 

 
 

Many more Contemporary African Artists are gradually 

being represented in museum collections, and their art 

may sell for high prices at art auctions. Despite this, many 

contemporary African artists tend to have difficult times 

finding a market for their work. This is because they are 

still considered a niche market and for those who consider 

African art in its traditional sense, modern African artists 

may be seen as “too contemporary”. The very concept of 

Contemporary African art has very different meanings  
 



Alaere Jituboh   
Visions of Sound  
Thesis Document  
April 19th 2016 

	

	 17	

according to its use. Magazines, exhibitions, publications 

and institutions, together with the artists themselves, have 

enriched through time the definition of this expression. 

Using their artwork to interpret and portray Africa’s 

socio-economic realties, political challenges, rich 

traditions and diverse beauty, many contemporary African 

artists go beyond aesthetics and push boundaries. 

 

 African art was largely considered to be traditional and 

tribal artwork, but as mentioned, this can no longer be the 

sole definition as modern African artists have sought to 

bring the qualities of tradition to present day art while 

seeking a forum in the world’s art community. 

 There is most certainly a greater creative freedom in 

contemporary vs. traditional African art, however there 

does exist a link or one could even call it an “homage” to 

traditional African art which most viewers – such as my 

younger self, failed to see. Yes, many African artists still 

produce work in the traditional style, but there is so much 

more to African art nowadays. 

    
“ Art is not static, like culture. Art changes its 

form with the times. It is setting the clock back to  
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expect that the art form of Africa today must 

resemble that of yesterday otherwise the former 

will not reflect the African image. African art has 

always, even long before western influence, 

continued to evolve through change and 

adaptation to new circumstances. And in like 

manner, the African view of art has followed the 

trend of cultural change up to the modern times 

” - Ben Enwonwu, 1950 

As an African artist having access to these new 

technologies, I feel this is a great opportunity not only to 

build a middle ground between traditional vs. modern art 

but also use this as a platform to address the social issue 

of police brutality within both the African and African 

American context. The truth is that technology has been 

providing artists with new ways to express themselves for 

a very long time.  
 

  
4.  Design Process 
 

This project, I plan on utilizing a few of these new 

technologies like audio editing software and laser cutting 

to etch and build my abstract forms. In my previous  
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research docs, I had originally wanted to explore 3D 

printing as my final output source; I had reached out to 

several 3D printing companies to inquire about their 

process and cost, but the more I went on, I realized the 

thought of having these professionals recycle my work, 

made it less and less of my own, as I would have no 

control on how the final pieces would look like - then 

again, this is one of the realizations of new technologies - 

It cuts down the intimate process of building your work 

with your own two hands and leaving it in the hands of a 

machine. 

 
 
 

  
Fig 16         Fig 17 
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I will be utilizing wood as my medium of choice to build 

by final sculpture pieces – wood has a very sacred and  

long standing history in African art in general. [ Fig 16 & 

17 ]  Not only because was  (still is) an abundant resource 

but also because it was believed to last longer and 

durable. I will be using a laser cutter machine to cut out 

the pieces of wood in my desired shape – this is one of 

today’s easier methods of cutting very specific and 

difficult shapes or patterns out of a few materials 

including wood that would be difficult to do if you are not 

familiar with crafts making.  

My design process simply starts with my content- the 

audio files derived from the interviews I conducted. I had 

about ten African participants living in the states- four of 

which I will be representing in my sculpture pieces.  

 

 
                
               Justin Amaofoa               Ema Bassey             Ishmael Osekere         Mamey Damey 
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I made a list of questions to engage the interviewees with, 

some of which I asked just to open up the conversation to 

their thoughts on their state of affairs back home, their 

thoughts on the BLM movement, and their encounters 

with police mishaps in their respected countries as well as 

here in the states.  
    
 List of questions: 
 

1. Are you aware of the black lives matter (BLM) movement? 
2. How do you feel about the movement? 
3. When you hear “Black lives matter,” what ware the first 

things that come to mind? 
4. As an African living in the US, have you experienced any 

type of discrimination or tension from African Americans? 
5. How is the state of affairs in your home country?  
6. When was the last time you visited our home country? 
7. Are there similar issues in America that are currently 

going on in your country as well? If yes, please explain. 
8. Have you been a victim of any type of police brutality 

both here in America and back home? 
 
 

It was interesting to hear the different responses, some of 

which were similar in terms of their stance with the BLM 

movement. All four came to an agreement with the 

movement saying, “ It held relevance and was much 

needed.”  

One of the participants – Justin Amaofoa, from South 

Africa, was a bit platonic on his stance - well it was not  
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simply about picking sides but more on the reasons for 

wanting to support this movement and why it is perhaps 

important for people of color. 

   
He states,  
 

“ For me I think black lives do matter, but I 

feel as black people we might be doing the most 

(too much) – most of us Africans here don’t 

really care about Americas problems to be 

honest as we currently have our own issues to 

deal with. But not saying I personally don’t 

care, but I wont be caught rallying and 

protesting on the streets. There are other ways 

to show support anyway. ” 

 

To be honest, I sort of agree with him, every time I hear 

about what goes on in my country I feel it’s a lot more 

chaotic than what goes on in America. The lack of 

presence of news in African regions in global media is 

beyond me, even more so the misinformation often 

portrayed about African related topics in the media. But 

regardless the notion of police brutality is a notion that 

should be looked at from a global perspective outside 
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America, because it’s also a serious issue within African 

countries. 
 

The next step is analyzing the audio and editing. For my 

recent prototypes, I had taken snippets from the audio 

files in which I found relevant or interesting to me – I 

guess you could say they are like snapshots of moments in 

time:  
 

 

          
 
“ Luckily I haven’t experienced any               

   form of police brutality here in 
   the states. But I do know few  
   friends who were unnecessarily  
   harassed by police both here and  
   back home in Guinea. They said  
   they were taken to the police without  
   any good reasoning, maybe because  
   they were female?.”  
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“ The state of my country was 
terrible, but it getting better. I 
honestly couldn’t compare then and 
now because I haven’t really been 
back, but I hear its better. There are 
problems everywhere – wars, 
economic struggles, injustices – I 
guess you can say the BLM movement 
is just one of few.”  

 
 
 

After analyzing the audio files, I imported them into 

editing software – illustrator, after which I began 

expanding upon the raw visuals until I came up with three 

iterations. 
 

 
These three are inverted sound waves further expanded on extruded 
to    make them more visible.  
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I began prototyping with ply and birch wood, both of 

which could be easily bought in any craft stores. Also 

building custom pedestals to mount the sculptures on.  
 

Current iteration: 
 

 
 
 
 
 

5  Conclusion 
 

The project has entered a phase where I am seeking advise 
from experts in finalizing the outcome.  
I anticipate further optimizing and refining the finished 
wood sculpture. 
Visions of sounds are visual representations & expressions 
on police brutality cross-cultures.  
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It compares social issues within African and African 
American context, visualizing and delivering qualitative 
data (sound data) as it attempts to describe contemporary 
African art today evident in medium and design patterns, 
representing a visual language of African Art. 
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