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Ama: The Gathering Place at
The Cleveland Museum of Art

by Mike Telin

\% When Nigerian sound

and installation artist
Emeka Ogboh first
received the invitation
4| from the Cleveland
¢ Museum of Art to create
2| a work for the Ames
Family Atrium, he didn’t
have a notion of what the
work would be. But when
: he made his first site visit
_. to the Museum in
wa. February of 2018, the
city’s winter weather
' became a source of
inspiration. “It was grey
and not so happy
looking,” Ogboh said with a chuckle during a Skype conversation from his home in
Berlin.
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After spending time in the Atrium and observing how it functions as a gathering place
for social activities, he began to think, “why don’t I bring something to Cleveland from
Nigeria?” adding that if he had made his first visit in the summer “it would have been a
different piece.”

If you have not had the opportunity to experience Ama: The Gathering Place, you have a
few more weeks to do so — the exhibit will remain on display through the first of
December. Commissioned for the Atrium, the installation uses sound, sculpture, and
textiles that capture the sense of a village square reminiscent of Ogboh’s birthplace in
Enugu.
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For the music, Ogboh chose twelve Igbo folk songs that have been arranged specifically
for the exhibit. “The songs are traditional and have been around for many years,” he
said. “I chose some that are popular, some that remind me of my childhood, and others
that have contemporary themes.”

The songs were recorded in Nigeria in the Igbo language by members of the J Clef
Choral, which is based in the eastern part of the country. “Choirs are usually recorded as
a group in stereo format,” he explained, “but for the sound installation I wanted to isolate
each voice, so each member of the choir was in a separate booth.”

Fourteen speakers create an immersive soundscape. “When you are in the middle of the
circle the music comes together in a sweet spot.” He noted that visitors will not see any

power cords attached to the speakers. “The Museum didn’t want them lying on the floor
because the atrium is busy space and is also rented out for social activities, so we had to
come up with a solution.”

The sound is transmitted wirelessly to the speakers. “Inside each box is a speaker, a
wireless receiver, and a battery pack. It was tricky but it worked out well. The guys at
the Museum came up with that brilliant solution, I can’t take that honor.”

Because the installation divides the Atrium into three zones — the large cloth tree at one
end, the bamboo trees at the other and the circle of speakers in the middle — another
challenge was to figure out how to keep the sound from bleeding from one zone into the
other. “As a sound artist, my main work is not done in the studio, but in the space itself. I
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worked with a sound designer. That was supposed to be a two-day job, but ended up
being four.”
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Emeka Ogboh said that he is quite happy with Ama: The Gathering Place. “I'm very
proud of it. It’s probably the best work I’ve done so far.”

Ogboh has participated in numerous international exhibitions, including documenta 14
(2017); Skulptur Projekte Miinster (2017); the 56th edition of La Biennale di Venezia
(2015); and Dakar Biennale (2014). In 2014 he was selected to create a public
commission for the new Peace and Security building of the African Union in Addis
Ababa. He was a finalist for the 2018 Hugo Boss Prize, and in 2016 he was awarded the
Prize of the Bottcherstraf3e in Bremen. Ogboh is currently one of the inaugural fellows
at Columbia’s Institute for Ideas and Imagination in Paris.
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