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4. Interview

Chromatic Symphony 

Interview with Odili Donald Odita

Missla Libsekal

Interviewed by Missla Libsekal (Another Africa) and 
Ilpo Jauhiainen

Following his recent solo exhibition entitled Body & 
Space this past Autumn in New York, I had the pleasure 
of interviewing Nigerian-born (b. 1966 Enugu) abstract 
painter and hard-edged, colour field enthusiast Odili 
Donald Odita. His oeuvres, architectonic creations 
on canvas, plexiglass and wall drawings explore the 
mysteries of colour, its infinite possibilities considering 
colour anew - as a conceptual space. The journey 
discovering his work and thoughts behind his practice 
has been both intellectually and visually stimulating. 
His rigorous practice, specificity yet instinctual 
abandon to chromatic freedom create visual vistas 
ocularly titillating. Viewing his paintings in the flesh, 
one can easily find themselves lost in time, gazing 
and seeing different perspectives shapes and forms 
ultimately experiencing a renewed faith and love of 
colour. 
During our recent telephone interview in December 
2010, Odita spoke candidly of his work, his thoughts 
on colour how it marks, codifies and shapes our 
world, influences our understanding and perceptions 
whether it be at loftier heights such as in relation to 
socio-political constructs or to the mundane yet rather 
logical extrapolation as to why stop signs are typically 
red.

MISSLA LIBSEKAL: What are the themes you 
have found yourself naturally gravitating towards 
through your paintings?

ODILI DONALD ODITA: Quite a lot of things actually 
that I’ve been wanting to push through with the work. 
I feel as if I have wanted to speak about painting 
primarily; it’s a very important thing for me to speak 
through. I want to speak to it in a specific way, from 
a cultured position, from one who is speaking from a 
certain place in the world, in a certain mindset from 
within this world. 

I want to speak clearly about painting as not only an 
African but as a human being. It is interesting for me 
to try to address certain things that I am concerning 
with, certain things dealing with power relations within 
cultures, certain ideas that have, that exist underlying 
in painting that are very in certain ways hegemonic 
let’s say and so there are a lot of different things that 
I am trying to do within painting. I want to expand 
the content of colour and the understanding and 
awareness of colour rather than for it to be assumed 
and dealt with in a superficial manner as it is in art and 
painting. As I look at colour, colour can become an 
enormous conceptual space that has only begun to 
be scratched in the realm of painting it’s always been 
looked at in a certain political, conceptual way rather 
than only a technical way.

ML: The understanding of colour in the West is 
said to be influenced by Chromophobia, Can you 
tell us what this is?

ODO: I am borrowing the term from David Batchelor 
whose great book titled Chromophobia goes into the 
whole notion of the fear of colour in Western culture 
and it’s a book that I use extensively with my students 
in colour class. It’s a book that is interesting because 
when American kids read this book and I am reading 
in class, they look at it as an attack against them, or 
a slight against them, and that is very, very important 
- that reaction and I highlight to students that he is 
speaking towards Western culture and they already 
are feeling attacked. What does this say about their 
awareness if not intuitive, their conscious awareness 
of their participation, their embodiment of the West - 
how they embody the West, how they are the West and 
how they are receiving this argument in this way, this 
particular way. It’s interesting, this book goes into some 
good scholarly, historical detail into how colour has 
been perceived, written in texts, philosophies, colour 
theories in a way that genderizes it, makes it a state 
of psychosis, puts it in the space of drugs, illicit drug 
use, talks about colour almost as a state of anarchy 
and all these sorts of things. This is all in documented, 
historical, academic official text. You said something 
really interesting to me about perception and colour, 
and again I think this is to speak about how we 
understand colour our perception meaning or being 
understanding, perception being the way we see, 
perception being the way we think, and how colours 
can affect when used well and used interestingly, can 
affect, modify and maybe change one’s perceptions 
and feelings, thoughts, considerations, a particular 
point of view. 
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So I think that there is a lot of power in colour, and there 
is a lot of distrust in the normal say Western sense of 
colour, there is a distrust of it because it is used as 
something that can’t be managed quite easily.

ML: Do you think that chromophobia is something 
that typically occurs only in North America?

ODO: I couldn’t say that either because I know the 
book, Chromophobia documents the West very 
thoroughly but again it’s also a book from the West.  
It’s an analysis of Western culture. If I was going to 
make an analysis say of Nigerian culture, I might get 
into aspects of chromophobia there too - I wouldn’t 
know where to begin in that sense but I think that 
that could be the case as well. There might be colour 
associations, symbolic associations, colour that is 
related to a symbol that one is to say do not trespass 
this space, because this colour represents this idea or 
this particular thing. So in that sense it’s about surviving 
and life is always all about this on one level - you know 
survival. I think that art is this other level, where it’s 
like how do we live and move beyond only wanting 
to survive. What is life beyond the mere necessity of 
survival - where is the beauty of life beyond that and 
that is when I think - you know wow plants with their 
colours, they are made to attract bugs so that they can 
pollinate let’s say, or plants with colour, bright colour 
that are meant to be a warning in nature, that is if you 
eat this plant you are going to die, drop dead and you 
know you can start to contemplate those things.  How 
does it happen that we have colours and we actually 
code things with colours and we identify from plant 
life to stop signs, colour to help us move through 
things. Certain colours kind of repeat as a certain 
understanding, commonalities let’s say that goes 
through certain colours identifies in a certain way, the 
feeling that we have for red then there is fire then there 
is blood, then there is a stop sign. It is interesting when 
you think of it in that sense but you have to think about 
it, you can’t just reduce it to only a stop sign, then I 
think that colour becomes inadequate and becomes 
only technical 

ML:  Living in the Digital Age where computers are 
a common part of many of our lives, how do you 
feel this is influencing our experience of colour? 

ODO: But always remember that you have the colour 
from the monitor, colour from an image, and then you 
have colour entering your eyes from a natural light, 
from being outside, from being in the sunlight - there 
are multiple experiences. I’m interesting in the quality 
of colour generated from machine light, from mechanic 
light, like a computer or a TV light and what that does. 

I am also interested in what happens with colour in 
nature under the sun, or in the atmosphere. Because 
I believe that when we experience colour, through our 
eyes, just through our eyes in the real world we are 
going to experience infinity - the infinite, the infinite 
potential - the infinite possibility. When we have man-
made, mechanical light we are going to have another 
kind of experience, it’s just going to be flatter, but it 
can be equally intense - different. Like an apple and an 
orange, it’s just different. It’s a different meaning and 
a different feeling. To be under a bright sun, outside 
on a brightly sunlit day or indoors in an intensely neon 
lit space or fluorescent space. It’s just a different kind 
of experience, and I think that those experiences are 
equally intense and valid, and specific and I love that 
specificity of one verses the other because it talks 
about condition, and it talks about stage and it talks 
about state of mind. 

ML: Your abstract paintings have been likened to 
the scrambled reception of a TV, unrecognizable 
imagery yet somehow familiar with the images 
penetrating the viewer like a slogan. What led you 
to isolate and define this particular attribute in 
your paintings?

ODO: Well it’s all about contrast for me, all about 
condition and contrast - what is the nature of the space, 
how can I bring the space to an alert consideration, to 
an alerted and alarm consideration, how might I deal 
with say the subtlety of say a whisper, how can one 
whisper and bring attention to what they need to say. 
How can one scream, shrill, and bring attention to 
what they say. So a lot of it is about being effective. 
Having a sense of effectiveness of force being able to 
modify, being able to render in colour, being able to 
hold in colour the nature of a given space. It’s really 
that I think that there can be so much clarity and at the 
same time so much openness when one uses colour 
and there is so much possibility with it and I think, and 
I know for sure that colour as much as I have talked 
about it specifically doesn’t exist by itself. It needs so 
much of everything else for it to be something at it’s 
most intense.

ML: The installation in Cincinnati, Flow, you 
juxtaposed the confederate flag colours with 
white and black skin colours. Is this one of those 
invisible penetrations?

ODO: The penetration again is in the mind’s eye. It’s 
about trying to change the mind or affect the way 
that somebody can engage the space. I wanted to 
be able to come from my consideration of that space 
you are talking about the one in Cincinnati. To me, my 
consideration of the space, the nature of the space 
with Zaha Hadid’s design in the space. 
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I am just trying to do many different things in this 
sense. I am just addressing some of the many layers, 
reality to colour. Good colour doesn’t exist. Space 
doesn’t exist without colour and drawing. You need 
line and form. Colour with edge to be able to help give 
one a definition of space, to give oneself a sense and 
a definition of space and I’m trying in my work to be 
able to understand all the different polarities that can 
possibly exist to get to this notion of space and in that 
sense having the body react to that space, react to 
that in new, different and varying ways. I am always 
interested in being able to come across some other 
situation or condition that I didn’t foresee because 
then it talks to me about the infinite, about infinity; 
positivity and infinity of space and the world around 
us you know, and on many levels, from the level of 
music, to the level of intellectual inquiry, to the notion 
of reality I am trying to investigate what colour can 
be and it’s not just wanting to use it to define form or 
wanting to use it to depict objects, but I want to use it 
also to help create an understanding of the world we 
live in and an engagement in that world too through a 
better understanding of colours, our sense of how we 
perceive colour. How we deal with it, how we handle 
it in our daily, our day-to-day experience and it’s just 
so interesting how from one place to the other with 
travels, literal travel as well as Internet travel, how one 
can see and experience these changes. If you were 
travelling, you’re going from one city to the next, if 
you are sensitive you are going to notice that light is 
different that daylight and the night-light is different 
and I think that’s an important thing to realise. What 
you are saying is I am here. I am in this world and I see 
and I can see.

ML: You’ve described your wall paintings as 
events, ephemeral, for a definitive period, to be 
experienced in person and then gone. What does 
this ephemerality bring to the work?

ODO:  As a student, I loved this artist On Kawara, 
a Japanese artist. He started out making postcards 
where he would say, he said I’m alive, I’m here and he 
would send them out to people, his friends and people 
he knew and later on he made these date paintings 
which were painted on the day, and the subject matter 
is the day that they’re painted. September 12, 1967 ... 
February 18, 1966 ... December 30, 2004. They carry 
the meaning from just the day that they were made. 
It becomes just a really beautiful experience as I see 
it - just existing. They have a sense of permanence 
because that is real, and they are temporary because 
the day passes and another thing about them is that 
they were painted out of a suitcase essentially. This 
guy doesn’t need a lab or studio with twenty assistants 
running around, it’s just a modest scale painting with 
this date on it, written on it, and that is it and I’ve 
always liked that idea. 

So for me, maybe I’m excited by this notion of the 
wall paintings because being essentially not literally 
but essentially something it’s like this , I go to the 
hardware store, buy my paints, I have a pattern and 
everything, I go in there and paint on the wall, give 
something to the public, give something to them you 
know, they can take part in it, enjoy it,  and then it 
comes down and the experience is heightened by the 
fact that somebody, that you the viewer where able to 
go see it you know.
  
ML: Mentioning Kawara he has been archiving the 
colours from his painting for many years which 
in turn became *an artwork unto itself. We heard 
that you too archive your colour palette. Your 
paintings sometimes use up to 100+ colours, it 
seems like the archiving process would be quite 
rigorous. What importance do you put on this 
process of documentation?

ODO:  Well yes I’ve documented since the very largest 
painting I made in ‘98. I document the colours that I’ve 
used in my paintings maybe part of it is just the fact of 
my father being an art historian. It is partly in my mind 
to want to, to have the desire to document and to 
make documentation of my actions.  It was something 
that I was taught from him but at the same instance 
it’s about being able to see just the experiences that 
I’ve been able to have with colour. On another level 
it’s being able to see how far I have gone with colour. 
I want to look to see if I am using the same kinds of 
colours, if I am using different ones, if I am reaching 
for different considerations or different positions or 
different spaces through colour. Colour creates space; 
colour is about space as much as it’s about paint. So I 
want to know that I am being able to challenge myself, 
challenge my considerations of what it can be, useful, 
appropriate, what could work with colour.

* Journals 1966 - 2000, On Kawara. Shown in Colour 
Chart: Reinventing Colour 1950 to Today, MoMA New 
York 2008. 

ML: In reflection where have you gone in 
your dialogue with colour for example in one 
instance?

ODO: For me right now, with the show that I have up*, 
I am very happy with the way that I have been able to 
create a dynamic that goes beyond just colour itself. 
The dynamic of the colour and the colour situation, 
and the composition of the colours created this light, 
created this type of energy in the space where light 
and colour and form came together in a way that blew 
the space apart, that really just pushed the space 
apart.
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I was interested in the physicality of light and the 
physicality of light being generated through colour 
and the physicality of light as it moved through the 
room because it was generated by the colour in the 
room. 

* Body & Space exhibited at Jack Shainman Gallery 
from November 18 to December 23, 2010 in New York

ML: It’s interesting your articulation of this 
intangible phenomenon; I was able to experience 
this at the show.  

 ODO: Art in the academy and discourse of the academy, 
we are trained to find ways to speak of things that there 
are no words for but you know, it’s the power of colour, 
it’s phenomena is beyond words. It’s about reality, it’s 
about being able to experience physical nature, how it 
shapes how it defines, it identifies. It is very important 
to be able to for me, to be able to experience those 
things and that is rewarding. It reminds me that colour 
is not just only an item to fill identification of a space 
but it is used to really make the world new and again, 
make the world new and again.  

ML: What role does the pursuit of innovation play 
in your practice; you’ve written that you hope to 
make a contribution to the intellectual future of 
painting? Where do you think you are?

ODO:  Well, I am still in the process of it. I had this 
show that I had a really good experience with. I almost 
killed myself doing the show cause it was so much 
work and so much preparation in such a short time but 
you know I appreciate the process, I appreciate what I 
learned. There’s an artists who once said, talked about 
coming out of your space, your studio to know what 
fear is and I think that strong work can be like this 
experience of coming to face one’s fears and learning 
to live beyond them, yah. 

This coming April, Odita will participate in a group 
exhibition at ARS 11, Kiasma, The Musem of 
Contemporary Art, Helsinki Finland where he will be 
exhibited a piece inspired by Africa.

 
About the artist

Odili Donal Odita was born in Enugu, Nigeria and 
lives and works in Philadelphia and New York. Odita 
is currently an Associate Professor of Painting at Tyler 
School of Art, Temple University in Philadelphia. His 
work has been exhibited around the globe in solo and 
group exhibitions. Of note, the 52nd Venice Biennale, 
The Contemporary Art Museum, Huston, The studio 
Museum in Harlem and the Yerba Buena Center for the 
Arts, San Francisco.

Odita is represented by Jack Shainman Gallery, New 
York and Michael Stevenson Gallery, Cape Town. 

http://www.odilidonaldodita.com/
http://www.jackshainman.com/
http://www.michaelstevenson.com/

Missla Libsekal
Founder of online magazine Another Africa, a 
platform to showcase a contemporary vision 
of Africana. She works as a design business 
consultant earning her degree in Business 
Administration with Honours in Management 
though recently made a foray into the world of 
publishing and journalism. (www.anotherafrica.
net) She is passionate about Africa and 
conveying stories that speak to the richness 
and cultural wealth from and inspired by this 
continent.

Ilpo Jauhiainen
He is a composer, sound artist and writer. 
Studied Sonic Arts at the Middlesex University, 
London, UK. 

Copyright for all images: 
Odili Donald Odita. Body & Space 2010. Image courtesy 
of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, NY.
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Title Cover: Odili Donald Odita Point of Return, 2010 
Acrylic on canvas 90 x 92 inches. Courtesy of the artist 
and Jack Shainman Gallery, NY.

Page 11 : Adeus Mestre! Courtesy and copyright of 
Andrea Heister

Page 20: Portrait of Leye by Boris Nzébo: Le pédagogue 
Goddy Leye, 2008. Courtesy of Maarten Vanden Eynde.

Page 21: ArtBakery: Courtesy of  Marjolijn Dijkman, 2010.

Page 31: Dike Ndidi__Lagos, 2010. Courtesy of the artist 
and author.

Page 45: Fela Ransom Kuti. Painting by Abidemi 
Olowonira. Courtesy of the artist. 

Page 49: Zanele Muholi Katlego Mashiloane and Nosipho 
Lavuto Ext. 2, Lakeside, Johannesburg 2007, Lambda 
print.

Page 51: Durant Sihlali Peace Wall, (1993) oil on canvas, 
BHP Billiton corporate collection.

Page 53: Simon Mnguni (b.1885 – d.1956), Untitled, 
undated, watercolour and pencil on paper, Bruce 
Campbell Smith Collection

Page 55: Installation View: Pierneef to Gugulective. A 
detail of Mary Sibande’s Conversation with Madam CJ 
Walker, (2009) in mixed media, life size synthetic hair on 
canvas

Page 64 & 65:Installation View: Pierneef to Gugulective. 
Isolde Krams’s Girl at her Dressing Table (1988) in 
fibreglass, bristles, plastic beads, glass, wooden base
 
Page 66 & 67: Installation View: Pierneef to Gugulective. 
Manfred Zylla’s large mixed media work from the 
Interaction series at the Community Arts Centre, Cape 
Town, (1982) and fired terra cotta figures of policemen 
by Noria Mabasa on either side of Claudette Schreuders 
Officer Molefe (2004) in carved and painted wood

Page 68 & 69: Installation View: Pierneef to Gugulective. 
Examples of Ndebele beadwork in the case and Georgina 
Gratrix’s striped painting entitled Les Demoiselles 
d‘Avignon (2008)

Page 70 & 71: Installation View: Pierneef to Gugulective. 
Anton Momberg’s Maquette for the Gandhi Memorial 
Statue, (1992) in front of JH Pierneef’s Union Build.
 

Page 73: In the Off-program- Boris Nzébo’s solo-
exhibition „In and out of my head“ in a community centre, 
curated by Adeline Chapelle, a French guest of artist 
initiative Artbakery, Bonendale. Courtesy of the artist and 
author.

Page 75: Salifou Lindou’s installation „Face à l’eau“ 
(part of Liquid Projects) in Deido_Photo- Salifou Lindou. 
Courtesy of the artist and author.

Page 76: Lucas Grandin’s „Jardin Sonore“ is watering 
plants on each floor with a tin can system that produces 
sound. Courtesy of the artist and author.

Page 80 & 81: Pascale Marthine Tayou with his_Colonne 
Pascale. Courtesy of the artist and author.

Page 94 & 95: untitled 1_ acrylic on canvas_ 
210x210cm_2009. Courtesy of  Bonaventure Soh Bejeng 
Ndikung 

Page 102 & 103: Alterscape Stories Uprooting the past.  
Otobong Nkanga. Image courtesy of the artist.

Page 104: Arresting moments. Otobong Nkanga. Image 
courtesy of the artist.

Page 105: Memory of a Landscape. Otobong Nkanga. 
Image courtesy of the artist.

Page 106 & 107: Memory of a Landscape. Otobong 
Nkanga. Image courtesy of the artist.

3.1.5Memory of a Landscape. Otobong Nkanga. Image 
courtesy of the artist.

Page 109: The Signifying Donkey‘s Feat, 2003 by Lynette 
Yiadom-Boakye’s. Courtesy of the artist.

Page 110 & 111: The Magnifying Monkey’s Glass, 2009 
Oil on canvas, 160 x 200cm  by Lynette Yiadom-Boakye. 
Courtesy of the artist. 

Page 113: Odili Donald Odita Passage, 2010 Acrylic on 
canvas 84 x 109 inches. Courtesy of the artist and Jack 
Shainman Gallery, NY.

Page 115: Odili Donald Odita Point of Return, 2010 
Acrylic on canvas 90 x 92 inches. Courtesy of the artist 
and Jack Shainman Gallery, NY. 
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Page 116 & 117: Installation View: Odili Donald Odita. 
Body & Space 2010. Image courtesy of the artist and 
Jack Shainman Gallery, NY.

Page 121: Installation View: Odili Donald Odita. Body 
& Space 2010. Image courtesy of the artist and Jack 
Shainman Gallery, NY.

Page 112 & 123: Installation View: Odili Donald Odita. 
Body & Space 2010. Image courtesy of the artist and 
Jack Shainman Gallery, NY.

Page 126 & 127: Maimuna Adam’s studio, Courtesy of 
Andrea Heister.

Page 128 & 129: Video stills of the clip: The curtain. 
Image courtesy of Maimuna Adam.

Page 131: Chimurenga Magazine. VOLUME 4 COVER.  
Image courtesy of the editorial.

Page 133: Chimurenga Magazine. VOLUME 15 COVER.  
Image courtesy of the editorial.

Page 138 & 139: Chimurenga Magazine. VOLUME 11 
FRONT AND BACK COVER.  Image courtesy of the 
editorial.

Page 142 & 143: George Osodi Titel- Transactional 
Analysis År- 2010 Medium- foto

Page 144 & 145: George Osodi Titel- Transactional 
Analysis År- 2010 Medium-foto

Page 146 & 147: Olaf Breuning Titel- Home 2 År- 2007 
Medium- DVD, varighed 30-12 min Foto- Mål- Starring 
Brian Kerstetter

Page 150 & 151: Otobong Nkanga Titel- The Taste of a 
Stone År- 2010 Medium- Installation view Foto- Anders 
Sune Berg

Page 156 & 157, 158 & 159: Installation View: The idea 
of Africa. Image  courtesy of the Kunsthalle Bern

Page 164 & 165: Exhibition View: Kinshasa Modul. 
Copyright of Christian Hanusekk, 2010

Page 166 & 167: Exhibition View: Model Citizens. 
Copyright of Christian Hanusekk, 2010

Page 169: Marc Riboud, Princess Alexandra and the first 
minister of Nigeria, Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, 1960
Cover of Atlántica, Nr. 30, October 2001
Courtesy of the Villa Stuck Museum

Page 169: Ousmane Sembène, Borom Saret, 1963. 
B/W 16 mm, 20’
Courtesy of the Villa Stuck Museum

Page 171: William Kentridge, Ubu tells the truth, 1977
35 mm color film, sound, transferred to digital video, 8’
Courtesy of the Villa Stuck Museum

Page 175: Gillo Pontecorvo, The Battle of Algiers, 1966

Back Cover: Arresting moments. Otobong Nkanga. 
Image courtesy of the artist.
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