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Mother
of life
The work of Gabonese artist Owanto buzzes with
female energy and the fusion of tradition and modernity
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T IS FITTING that the name of one of Gabon’s most successful international
artistic exports, the painter and sculptor Owanto, means ‘woman’ in
Myéné, one of the country’s 42 languages.
For a sense of the role and power of women threads through all her

artwork and it was this fact that led recently to one of her pieces, a Pop Art-
style illuminated signpost entitled Seated Mother and Child, being selected by
the First Lady of Gabon as the national symbol for her new charitable body,

the Sylvia Bongo Ondimba Foundation, in support of women and young people.
Owanto – whose formal name is Yvette Berger – uses a multidisciplinary

approach in her creative process and works across a dizzying variety of media,
including painting, sculpture, photography, video and installation.
In 2009 Owanto singlehandedly lifted Gabon onto the international stage

when she was selected to represent her country at the International Art Exhibition
of the 53rd Venice Biennale, with a solo show, entitled The Lighthouse of
Memory, in Gabon’s first National Pavilion at such a prestigious cultural event.
This historic occasion for Owanto was especially so for Gabon. As Gabon’s then

Communications Minister Laure Olga Gondjout pointed out at the time: “While it
is true that certain North African and sub-Saharan countries have attended this
event in the past, since the participation of the Republic of Congo in 1968, no
other Central African nation has been present with its own pavilion.” The choice
of Owanto, Mrs Gondjout, said fitted perfectly with Gabon thanks to the legacy
of tradition and modernity that runs through her work. “Due to her mixed origins
she bears a double perception that is an expression of a universal world,” she said.

A multicultural stance
Owanto’s work is surprising, thought-provoking and totally original. Art historian
Catherine Wilson puts it like this: “To describe the art of Owanto, for example,
as Abstract Expressionist, even Neo- Expressionist, or to align it obliquely with the
western idea of the ‘avant-garde’, is to deny the breadth and complexity of her
work.” Beneath the surface, she explains, is a dynamic interplay between forms
from both western and non-western cultures. “As an international artist working
within a cross-cultural milieu, Owanto has a stronger affinity with the notion of a
‘trans-cultural avant-garde’ and artists who express their personal and universal
concerns today from a position that embraces different cultural perspectives.”
Owanto was born in Paris in 1953 to a French father and Gabonese mother.

“At the age of six I moved to Gabon, where my home faced the Atlantic Ocean,
and the beach was my limitless garden. I had the best childhood and the

most loving parents that a child could wish for. I ran,
swam and climbed trees with my brothers,
Paul and Gilbert, and my sister, Jeanne; I
hunted, fished and played football with the
local boys,” she recalls. “My boundaries
were formed only by instinct, and a child’s
sense of good and evil. There was no crime
or violence, and the people who surrounded
me were uncomplicated and kind. I awoke
when the sun rose, slept when it set and felt
that I was in communion with Nature.”
In 1960, at the invitation of Gabon’s first

post-Independence leader Léon Mba, her father
Charles Cornu accepted the President’s invita-
tion to move to Libreville and to help organise the
new administration. “This was an exciting time,
as Africa was emerging from colonial control, and
was full of hope and expectation,” she says.
It was however from her Gabonese grand-

mother, Agnorogoulé, who smoked a pipe, drank
rum and taught her to dance, that she “inherited a
sense of the invisible and an awareness of life’s magi-
cal qualities … though physically blind, she saw
further than most.”

I

Owanto “draws inspiration from her motherland Gabon”. The
artist as a child held by her mother with her family in Gabon
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Owanto remembers that her friends called her ‘Café au Lait’ due to the colour of
her skin and that she was intensely aware that she “was of their world and of another
world ... simultaneously one but different”.
In 1964, during the coup d’état against Mba’s regime, Owanto’s father was injured

by rebel forces. “We were immediately placed under the protection of the French
military and returned to France until the crisis was over,” she says. “I was reminded,
again, of the disparate cultures that formed my identity.”
At the age of 17, she became the first air hostess for Transgabon Airlines. “This

was exciting… it fulfilled my desire to explore the planet and meet its people,” she
recalls. Inspired to travel more, a year later, she left Gabon for England, and then
moved to Madrid, where she studied philosophy at the Catholic Institute of Paris. In
Spain, she found herself within a community of artists and intellectuals that included
the celebrated artist Fernando Higueras as well as Antonio López, Ricardo Vásquez,
César Manrique and Lucio Muñoz. “As my own artistic spirit was
awakened, I … felt as though a new door had been opened,” she says.

Global reach
Owanto now exhibits internationally and her work can be found in private and public
collections around the world. This year she held a major show at the International
Contemporary Art Exhibition in Vigo, Spain, and at the acclaimed contemporary art
space Galeria Maior in Palma Mallorca. Last year her work held a starring role at the
50 Years of Independence Collective Exhibition at the Maison de L’Unesco in Paris and
her installations and photographs were displayed at the national exhibition Gabon Ma
Terre Mon Futur held in Libreville to mark the country’s 50th year of independence.
Gabon – her motherland – remains at the heart of her work. Her

multifaceted exhibition at the Venice Biennale brought this home. The curator was
Fernando Francés, director of the Contemporary Art Centre of Málaga. “When I told
Fernando that I saw myself as a visual storyteller, he helped me to ... visualise its
African heritage more clearly,” Owanto says. “He could perceive, without doubt, the
return to my mother, and the role of Africa in my vision of the world.”
Owanto’s focus on the Africa of her childhood has nothing to do with the similar

experiences of 19th-century travel writers and explorers, and is at the opposite end
of the aesthetic gaze of rational architects and Cubist painters, says Francés. “Hers is
a call to the world based on life experience, and her message is cogent and optimistic.
Truth may be found at the origins of civilisation, which is why Africa, the land of her
mother, has much to contribute to the construction of a world order – a contribution
that is not scientific, economic or technical ... but ethical.” These animist convictions,
and belief that family unity is a starting point for world unity, he adds, are deeply
rooted in her Gabonese background. �

Sarah Monaghan
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Left: The new logo of the Sylvia Bongo
Ondimba Foundation. Clockwise from top
left: Overview, then details of Owanto’s
installations at the Venice Biennale;
Owanto with her work Growing Family

(2008); signpost installation reflecting on
the loss of family values and identity in the
cultural context of the Pop Art style of the
1950s; What, who, were – are we (2009)
neon and plexiglass sign; the artist
pictured at the launch of Gabon’s 50th
anniversary cultural exhibition with
President Bongo and his wife Sylvia (left)
and Senate President Rose Rogombé (right)


