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Toutenkalbas — the Africa years

At sixteen | left school and France for West Africa. | travelled through several countries in the
region and spent five years in Céte d’lvoire and Burkina Faso, working alongside craftsmen,
learning from their hands what no art school would have taught me: respect for the material,
patience in the gesture, and the idea that objects are inhabited.

That is where my calabash works were born. Not the calabash as vessel, but the calabash as
the starting point of a form: | opened it, assembled it, painted it, married it to leather, to
bogolan, to cowries, to seeds and to wood. | engraved and pierced the calabash with motifs
sometimes geometric, sometimes figurative, and | worked the leather with geometric
tracings. Out of these encounters came furniture, masks, sculptures — unique pieces, made
by hand, in which function and ritual answer one another.

Many of these objects can be handled and played with. The Table tortue moves on its legs
and raises a head that lights up; the Table d’échecs carries its chequerboard on a backlit
belly, ready for the game. | was also keen to exploit the closed volume of the calabash: |
housed chests in it, compartments, a money box — a video cabinet with six compartments, a
writing-desk armchair with several chests, a stool that hides its savings under the cushion.
The solid sphere became a space to be opened. The object is not made to be looked at alone:
you touch it, you move it, you switch it on, you open it. That idea of a viewer acting upon the
work has remained at the heart of everything | do.

For from those first pieces onward, one same obsession was at work in the material:
geometry. The motifs of bogolan are grids, chequerboards, repeating lines; the cowries,
aligned, become rhythms; the calabash itself, a sphere | break up and reassemble, imposes
its circles and its volumes. | was already building in modules, in series, in symmetries —
without putting a word to it, | was already laying the foundations of my constructed art of
today.

And there was light. Trapped inside a tortoise head, slipped behind an openwork calabash
wall, it passed through the material and cast its grids onto the wall. A pierced, illuminated
calabash is already a geometric grid becoming light: exactly what | am after today with LEDs
and programmed light.

Rhythm, structure, light, the work you handle: everything that would guide my practice was
there, in seed form, in the calabash. Abstract geometry and programmed light came much
later, under the name Ainaut — not as a break, but as the distillation of those first gestures.

Toutenkalbas brings together these early works (1998-2006).
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