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In a talk given in Dakar in 1966, Aimé Césaire considered that African art
and artists need to “reconstruct nature based on a profoundly felt and
lived rhythm, giving it value and meaning in order to animate the object,
enliven it, and make it into a symbol and metalanguage.”

Corps matériels marks a symbolic and sensory return for Canadian-
Haitian artist Stanley Wany to his ancestral roots. The exhibition opens up
a space for reflection, in which the Black diasporic body becomes an
interface between the living world and its fragmented memories and an
invisible world where ancestors live. Through a personal journey across
Haiti, Quebec, and the African continent, Wany delves into the deep
layers of an African and transatlantic collective history, starting with llé-
Ife, the mythical cradle and matrix-city of Yoruba cosmology and the
founding myth of an Africa firmly rooted in its own history.

In this project, Ifé is a starting point and a prism through which Wany
reinterprets traces of the Black diaspora, such as the vestigial presence of
the BaKongo people in Haiti, which is intertwined with the transatlantic
slave trade routes. The exhibition establishes a strong connection

between materiality and memory, since Wany's work focuses on
materials as tangible traces of a past shaped by slavery. Coffee,
sugarcane, cotton, indigo are the raw substances he uses as remnants of
a memory marked by stories of enforced uprooting. They are the
historical traces of an unshakeable link between all individuals and an
unavoidable colonial history. These seemingly ordinary materials carry
the symbolic burden of the plantation economy—the foundation of
Western modernity and matrix of diasporic trauma.

In Corps matériels, each work is body, archive, language, and territory.
The material is both the medium and the indication of a corporeal and
historical narrative. By assembling these elements, Wany enters into
dialogue with the thinking of Achille Mbembe who refers to the
postcolonial condition as a fractured memory seeking its own reference
points: “It is not memory that is fragmented; it is history itself that is in
pieces” (2015). Wany responds with a body of work that attempts a
reconstruction, through a graphic, symbolic, and critical engagement, in
order to connect visible and invisible worlds.

By grounding his artistic gesture in African cosmologies, he activates
knowledge in continuity with ancient African languages, symbols, and
epistemologies discussed by Théophile Obenga (1993) in his research.

The exhibition Corps matériels is a poetic and political act of
reconnection, reminding us that the history of the Black diaspora is not
marginal but central to the globalized world and that it has definitely
encoded tangible generational traces in Afro-diasporic bodies.



Thanks to their scope and symbolic density, Wany's graphic works
engage bodies, lifeforms, objects, and the environment. They include
large drawings in which marks indicate territories, spaces revealing
bodies drawn in great detail, and portraits representing beings who
are anonymous yet made visible and identifiable by the artist’s precise
gesture. These figures, which are both spectral and deeply embodied,
symbolize the ancestors present in Wany's work. They emerge at the
intersection between two worlds, between the dead and the living, the
real and the invisible. The figures are supported by the drawing, which
acts as a revelatory ritual, and by the repeated gesture uncovering
those erased by history.

The materiality of the black ink, which has been spattered on, applied
to, and sometimes absorbed by the paper, serves as a metaphor for
time, between mourning and survival. Each mark becomes a terrain of
recollection, an impression of buried history. Architecture is also
present, not only as backdrop but also as body: the walls and industrial
buildings appear as places of transformation of the materials derived
from slavery. These spaces are matrices of violence holding the
memory of a composite narrative.

Body and material support each other in the space proposed by Wany.
Fragmented, they disclose the blank zone of the interstice, the in-
between. In his drawings, each element becomes a projective surface,
a scattered fragment to be rearranged in order to recount an
incomplete history full of absences. The interdependence between
gesture, material, and subject forms a unique visual language, in which
each element—portrait, mark, structure, the blank space of the paper
—participates in a new reconstruction of African diasporic memory.

Corps matériels is created at the intersection of several dimensions:
corporeal, historical, aesthetic, and political. Each work is a place of
knowledge, in which Wany, seeking his origins, opens a fissure between
two worlds, between the tangible and the imperceptible.

By assembling body, material, archive, and memory, the exhibition
traverses a diasporic temporality. Wany makes the present moment
vibrate in order to reveal haunting and enduring aspects. Through
marks, faces, gestures, absences, and materials, he gives form to an
active memory so as to examine the historical circulation of the Black
body. The work’s power resides in its ability to reveal what Glissant calls
a necessary “opacity,” to make figures emerge without making them
rigid, and to inscribe signs of a long-denied Black humanity into the
materials. Corps matériels is a series of works that cross worlds, eras, and
memories, in which art becomes a language of resistance and presence.

— Micheéle Magema
Curator
Translated by Oana Avasilichioaei
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