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Olu Oguibe is a writer and multimedia artist whose work often straddles the line between
minimalist formalism and social engagement. His works have been widely exhibited in galleries
and museums, as well as in biennials and triennials. He has also realised various public art
interventions in many countries: among the most prominent is the Monument to Foreigners and
Refugees, a public sculpture erected in Kassel, Germany in 2017, and which received the
Arnold Bode Preis award at Documenta 14. In 2025, he participated in the 36th Bienal de São
Paulo.

In the course of his career, Olu Oguibe has collaborated with influential cultural figures such as
Salah Hassan, with whom he curated the 2001 exhibition Authentic/Ex-centric at the
Fondazione Levi as part of the 49th Venice Biennale, Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung, one of
the curators of Documenta 14, and Okwui Enwezor, whose synergy with Oguibe and Hassan
led to the creation in 1994 of the magazine NKA: Journal of Contemporary African Art, as well
as various curatorial interventions and significant publications.

Olu Oguibe was Professor of Painting at the University of Connecticut until 2017, when he
resigned to devote himself full-time to art practice.

Olu Oguibe è uno scrittore e artista multimediale il cui lavoro si ritrova spesso a cavallo fra il
formalismo minimalista e l’impegno sociale. Le sue opere sono state ampiamente esposte in
gallerie e musei, così come in biennali e triennali. Ha inoltre realizzato diversi interventi di arte
pubblica in molti paesi: fra i più importanti si distingue il Monumento agli Stranieri e ai Rifugiati,
una scultura pubblica eretta a Kassel in Germania nel 2017, e che ha ricevuto il premio Arnold
Bode Preis in occasione di documenta 14. Nel 2025 ha preso parte alla 36a Biennale di San
Paolo.

Nel corso della sua carriera Olu Oguibe ha collaborato con personalità autorevoli della cultura
come Salah Hassan, con il quale ha curato nel 2001 la mostra Authentic/Ex-centric alla
Fondazione Levi nell’ambito della 49° Biennale di Venezia, Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung,
tra i curatori di documenta 14, e Okwui Enwezor, dalla cui sinergia con Oguibe e Hassan
nacque nel ‘94 la rivista NKA: Journal of Contemporary African Art, oltre a diversi interventi
curatoriali e pubblicazioni significative.  

Olu Oguibe è stato Docente di Pittura alla University of Connecticut fino al 2017, quando si è
dimesso per dedicarsi a tempo pieno alla pratica artistica.

Selected Honors awards and Fellowships:

2017 Arnold Bode Prize for documenta 14 
2013 Fulbright Award to Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, India (Declined) 
2013 Governor’s Award for Excellence and Lifetime Achievement, State of Connecticut 
2006 Senior Fellowship, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC 
2001, 2002 Senior Fellowship, Vera List Center for Art and Politics, The New School 
1998 Resident Fellowship, Rockefeller Foundation Bellagio Center, Bellagio, Italy



Olu Oguibe, Das Fremdlinge und Flüchtlinge Monument (Monument for
Strangers and Refugees), 2017, concrete, Königsplatz, documenta 14, photo:
Michael Nast
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Olu Oguibe, M23-IV, 2023, Acrylics on Fabriano Watercolor Paper.

Olu Oguibe, Bochum II, 2017, Acrylics on Fabriano Watercolor Paper.



Olu Oguibe, Composition with Red Stool (Homenaje a Danilo), 2019, Mixed media.
Olu Oguibe, Composition with Steel Discs, 2019, Steel.





documenta14.de on documents14, Kassel, 8th April - 17th September 2017
Photo-credits: Michael Nast

While Olu Oguibe’s project in Athens, The Biafra Time Capsule (2017), deals with an archive
of the human tragedy of the Biafra War (1967–70), his work in Kassel refers to a critical
humanitarianism toward victims of war in general. Reaffirming the timeless, universal
principles of care for all under persecution and for all that have had to seek refuge, his
project takes the monumental form of an obelisk placed on Königsplatz with an inscribed text
in four languages. Das Fremdlinge und Flüchtlinge Monument (2017) takes its cue from
Oguibe’s experiences as a child who survived the Biafra War, which claimed the lives of
some two million civilians in just thirty months.

Königsplatz—constructed in 1767 and named after Landgrave Friedrich von Hessen-Kassel
(1676– 1751), also the King of Sweden—is often a site of assembly, festivities, and political
demonstrations; for example, the protest in 2015 about the living conditions of refugees. It is
also where Goethe was famously refused a hotel room when he arrived there one night
because he first spoke French to the innkeeper. Oguibe’s obelisk on this site is a repudiation
of the anti-immigrant bigotry that certain world leaders and their followers have been fanning
around the world lately, and an acknowledgment of the life-saving hospitality and refuge
which others have offered to counter this bigotry. The work evokes and materializes the
current crisis of humanity and is a call for action.



Ugochukwu-Smooth Nzewi

The mirror is a window.
It offers a glimpse Of where 

we are from But cannot
return. We are all travelers

On this endless road
Condemned to roam

Without repose.

documenta14.de on documents14, Kassel, 8th April - 17th September 2017

Olu Oguibe’s poem “Conversation,” excerpted above, engages an imaginary individual on the
meaning of personhood, nation, wanderlust, and eternal damnation. Over a multidimensional art
career that spans nearly three decades, Oguibe, born in Nigeria in 1964, intersects the personal
with the collective in his writings and paintings; he creates poignant narratives of which the human
condition is the central leitmotif. He acts as a seer, a troubled recluse, or a confident bohemian at
home in a perilous world.

One of Oguibe’s earliest pieces, the watercolor The Present Is a Dangerous Place to Live (1987),
presents two individuals deeply engaged in discussion and standing before a deep void. The
metaphor is not lost. The work is as relevant today as it was in the 1980s when it was painted, and it
mirrors a recurring theme in Oguibe’s practice—its renewed mandate appears in the artist’s recent
and ongoing work. Figures lie in repose, weathered by the precarity of their last moments as objects
with active social lives, and by what they now represent: corpses. It is a sobering reflection of the
unceasing cycle of violence fueled by economic special interests and political schizophrenia that
attends our current reality. Body bags, body counts, and military parades in the spirit of nationalism
or in pursuit of dogma have become a permanent feature in an abrasive news cycle.

Though the Igbo system of thought and existential principles play a critical role in Oguibe’s creative
endeavors, dictating his approach to conceptualism, abstraction, and the form of the art object, the
vital force of his art is his experience as a child in Biafra during the Nigerian Civil War in the late
1960s. This monumental human tragedy has shaped his social self. We see Biafra today as
refugees cross into Europe from the many trouble spots in the Middle East and Africa. We see the
pains of Biafra as humanity drowns in huge numbers in the high seas approaching the Strait of
Gibraltar. In their cold repose, the figures no longer roam. They are monuments of our time; asking
us to chew on our Anthropocene, and to contemplate the many disastrous events in history with
enduring consequences. The past is the mirror of the present.



Sonsbeek | SEX WORK IS HONEST WORK
Sonsbeek 20 - 24 Arnhem, Netherlands From 2nd July to
29th August 2021

This public installation and series of gatherings call attention to the need to recognise sex work as
labour, and to protect sex workers’ rights to work safely. The work highlights the right to earn a living
without the historical and perennial challenges that have demonised and subjected sex workers to a
precarious existence at the margins of society. Olu Oguibe aims to open up the conversation with
Arnhem residents and the wider Dutch public around sex work as everyday work, especially in light
of the ongoing global pandemic.

Sex Work Is Honest Work is animated by the death of a young woman named Nokuphila Kumalo
who was kicked and stomped to death on a Cape Town street by a man later identified as renowned
South African artist Zwelethu Mthethwa. Kumalo was only twenty-three-years old. She also
happened to be a sex worker and her murderer is believed to have been a client. The first iteration
of the work, an outdoor live installation called Pink and White Flowers in Potchefstroom, South
Africa in 2018 consisted of 4,500 live flowering plants to commemorate Kumalo and, by extension,
bring up pertinent subjects around sex work, sex workers’ rights, and sex- and gender- related
violence.

Oguibe’s project for sonsbeek departs from this work and unpacks various notions that emerge in
the public debate around sex work in Europe and the Netherlands specifically. Sex Work Is Honest
Work explores the confluence of morality, legality and capital around sex work looking into the
historical denial of this form of labour as work and examining its complexities as migrant or
indentured labour. In addition to the prevalence of continued violence towards sex workers, the work
is an intervention in public space that confronts patriarchal biases. It ultimately foregrounds the
agency of sex workers to emphasise people’s freedom to work in any domain.

Olu Oguibe 
Sex Work is Honest Work
miart 2021 
Courtesy: artist and Galleria
Giampaolo Abbondio



CUBA PROJECT 

Galleria Giampaolo Abbondio, Milan
Opening Tuesday 8th October 2020 From
9th October 2019 to 15th January 2021

The 25 pieces in this body of work are the result of a few weeks spent at UEB “Noel Fernández”
Conformat steel factory in Matanzas, Cuba in February 2019. 
I first visited the factory in December 2018 in the company of Cuban artist Marìa Magdalena
Campos- Pons, and decided to return soon after and work with the scrap metal from the factory floor
which is usually discarded or sent for recycling. Steel is a medium that I have not used much in the
past, and working at the factory offered an opportunity to explore the material without the
encumbrances of fabrication. I did not intend to “construct” objects, but rather, to follow the material
as found, and whatever it suggested, which in my thinking, is a very liberating way to work. 
Over a period of nine days or so my translator Mr. Matos and I scoured the factory grounds for scrap
metal which we then assembled in a large storage wing of the facility. Beside form which was my
primary focus, I was interested also in the broad spectrum of color possibilities in industrial steel that
do not require additional intervention. Even the range of rust is fascinating, and certainly suggests
that the monochrome tendency of much minimalist sculpture is perhaps mannerist and
unnecessary. 
This body of work is significant in many ways. While it does not represent an entirely new direction
in my practice, this is, nonetheless, the first time that I’ve put together such a large body of
sculptures or sculptural installations in a single project, and as already noted, it’s certainly my most
significant venture into steel as a material. 
The work may be viewed in any number of different ways; as minimalist sculpture, as creative
recuperation of “poor” materials, or as an exercise in the archaeology of labor. It all still revolves
around the potent resonance of form, but the objects will always record a unique period in the
history of industrial labor in late revolutionary Cuba.

Olu Oguibe

“Olu Oguibe’s recent work in Cuba exemplifies his approach and respect for people. He worked with
simple materials, scrap products of a labor-intensive manufacturing process, and re- configured them in a
way that brought to mind the meaning and rough beauty underlying the process of making, and the hands
and souls involved in it. A respect for working people, for labor, for process, all come through, along with
the nearly alchemical ability to transform quotidian materials into objects suffused with meanings.”

Will Wilkins



Olu Oguibe, Untitled, 2019, Watercolor on paper.

Olu Oguibe, Form with Steel and Wood, 2019, mixed media.
Olu Oguibe, Form in Arrangement of Twelve, 2019, steel.



ARTFORUM, February 2020, Review by Giorgio Verzotti



FRIEZE issue 219, March 2021 “The curious case of Olu Oguibe’s Monument for Strangers and
Refugees” by Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung https://www.frieze.com/article/olu-oguibe-
monument-strangers-refugees-controversy





MOUSSE 58, April 2017, Olu Oguibe and Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung in conversation 
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