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Water Cargo, 2012.
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An Interview with Romuald Hazoumè.

Gerard Houghton: Romuald, I remember your once telling me how you’re always looking for ways 

to show us what Africa ‘is’ right now, at this moment in time. How do these new works suggest the 

immediate reality of contemporary Africa?

Romuald Hazoumè: Well, let’s begin with the ‘masks’ which were the first artworks I ever showed 

in Europe, and which link back to those traditional African masquerades still surviving into the 

present. My ‘masks’ aren’t the same power objects as those masks formerly used for ceremonial 

purposes. Instead, they’re portraits of real people I know, or sketches inspired by something, maybe 

a photograph, I’ve recently seen. In Africa today much attention is paid to the way women dress 

their hair, and lots of information is transmitted in the coded language of coiffure. If a woman is 

unattached, but looking to meet someone, her hairstyle will spell out that fact. Again, the way a 

certain knot is tied might mean she’s had enough children already and has had enough of men too, 

and the knot in question announces that her firm resolve won’t be undone. So each of my ‘masks’ 

denotes a real individual or a distinct personality type today – not in some distant past. Some of the 

‘masks,’ like Fukoshima, deal with non-African realities and refer to other current events. I purposely 

altered this work’s title, out of respect for the pain of the Japanese people displaced by the twin 

natural disasters of March, 2011. The poignant photograph of that young Japanese woman, draped 

in a blanket, her face a study in shock, touched the hearts of many around the world, and this ‘mask’ 

records my own immediate reaction to what happened there, including my admiration for the way 

the Japanese collective banded together, offering to the world examples of individual bravery and 

group solidarity. By changing the title to Fukoshima the link is made to another Japanese city, also the 
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scene of a nuclear disaster, and both references reveal certain consequences 

of man’s constant thirst for power, be it nuclear energy, coal power or the 

‘black gold’ of oil fuelling our booming economies. Much of what happened 

in Japan was predictable, but with the explosive meltdowns of the nuclear 

reactors came clouds of radioactivity spreading through the air, falling as rain, 

draining into the rivers and flowing into the global marine system. It was a 

good thing everyone was watching carefully, since the whole world is now 

involved.

Gerard Houghton: This idea of a collective, and of the artist as the 

representative of that community, finds frequent expression in your work.

Romuald Hazoumè: Well it’s important to understand that although I spend 

time travelling around with various exhibitions, I always return home to Porto-

Novo, since that’s where I come from, and where I am happiest and can work 

best. An African proverb says: “When you don’t know where you’re going, just 

remember where you come from.” I know where I’m from, and am very proud 

of those roots. In Africa, artists played important roles in the reconstruction 

of their countries after Independence from the colonial powers. They were 

of incalculable value to the emerging states in forging a common sense of 

national identity, and that crucial role was founded upon the artists’ traditional 

position within their communities. The fact is that in our culture we cannot 

live without our communities. This is built into our customs and our beliefs. 

There’s no way, for example, that we would exclude old people from our 
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homes, or put them into a retirement home. We still need them, perhaps 

to answer questions about things that we ourselves still don’t understand. 

Having received our training from them, we’ve no right - even if they go mad 

– to evict any person from the family house. We have a real duty to take care 

of them, just as they once looked after us. Our art follows a similar logic, in the 

sense that any artist works for and is at the service of his or her community, 

because that wider community has fashioned our lives and our art. If we were 

to forget these traditions today, then it would uncouple us from our people, 

and that would mean a regression at the level of that community which we 

wish to help advance. The very last thing we’d want is for this traditional 

culture to disappear, and today in the face of all the destabilising pressures 

that assail us from outside, we need to mount a coordinated resistance. 

Gerard Houghton: So you see the artists as leaders who have a vital role to 

play in the maintenance and development of each community?

Romuald Hazoumè: Well, even though artists are not in any real sense 

politicians, we still have a prominent role to play in what I call ‘the politics 

of the people.’ We are the ones obliged to tell the truth to the community, 

since our elected politicians appear constitutionally incapable of that! 

Remember Fela Kuti, the charismatic Nigerian musician. His music challenged 

the Nigerian government and exposed the endemic corruption that existed. 

Who, when knowing Nigeria today and listening to Fela’s songs, is going to 

say that he wasn’t absolutely right? Fela changed so many things by getting 

on the government’s nerves so much. He was harassed, beaten and tortured 
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in prison, yet his music drove his message home to the people, so they could 

recognise what was really happening: the corruption, the exploitation, the 

systematic abuse of power. If he hadn’t died, Fela would have been a real force 

for change in Nigeria. Or look at the writer, Wole Soyinka, the first African 

Nobel Laureate. He had an enormous effect on what was happening because 

he wrote about things that no one else dared to describe. Soyinka is still alive 

and continues the same fight from wherever he is today. He’s not engaging in 

abstract politics; he concretely describes what’s happening in people’s lives. 

Soyinka’s contribution is nothing less than an exact description of reality. His 

sole reason for publishing the truth is that he wishes to contribute to the 

continuing development of Nigeria and all her peoples. So the artists must 

assume their responsibilities as de facto leaders whose task is to illuminate 

the various choices that must be made in order to advance. For every one 

who says, ‘I’m alright Jack! I’ve made it!’ there are nine others who accept the 

responsibilities of pulling the community along in their wake – of strengthening 

the people to whom they belong.

Gerard Houghton: Can you tell us something about your two installations in 

this exhibition, Petrol Cargo and Water Cargo.

Romuald Hazoumè: Anyone who follows my work will already know of my 

focus on the hardships suffered by those engaged in trafficking black market 

petrol or ‘kpayo’ from Nigeria to Benin. These two installations provide new 

updates about this hitherto hidden world, and broaden the debate to include 
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wider aspects that go beyond what’s happening in Benin alone. In fact, the 

same problems involve everyone today no matter where they live. Today, we 

exploit the petrol reserves discovered in Africa. If you go into the Nigerian 

Delta region, everything you see is conditioned by the obsessive exploitation 

of vast petroleum reserves. The chilling photos of the Nigerian, George Osodi, 

show harrowing evidence of how the groundwater table in these areas has 

become completely compromised. Oil has contaminated the subsurface 

geology, which means that the drinking water of the local people is tainted 

with heavy hydrocarbons. It’s a major environmental problem, but it’s kept 

hidden away. Then there are the chemical ‘cracking’ plants in this and other 

areas, which are producing and dumping all kinds of other pollutants, similarly 

destructive of the natural cycles of life. Our civilisation is sufficiently advanced 

to have huge energy needs, and so as to keep on going along the same path 

we turn a blind eye to the by-products which poison our own environment. 

We’ve become accustomed, today, to think of oil as the source of fabulous 

wealth. Here, I want to add another counterpoint. Water, pure, fresh water, 

something that few people think about, is also an incredibly important source 

of riches, indispensably vital to life, and one that is destined to become scarcer 

and therefore increase in value if we continue along our current course. So 

I’ve made these two installations to set the two systems in counter-balance 

with each other. Using local developments in Benin, it’s possible to compare 

the two side by side, analysing the means by which they are transported and 

delivered from source to user, using cargo-carriers of water and petrol. 
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Gerard Houghton: So Water Cargo and Petrol Cargo represent two different 

things hanging in the balance that require us to consider all kinds of possible 

futures.

Romuald Hazoumè: Exactly! My photographs and panoramas have 

documented the distribution system for black market ‘kpayo’ for some time. 

I wanted to introduce another element to the scenario: the critical issue of 

pure, fresh drinking water, which, if less spectacular is at least as important as 

petrol. Clean water is a precious resource, and many financiers are beginning 

to take an unhealthy interest in its annexation and exploitation. Major conflicts 

over rights to sources of clean water have already started, and many future 

wars will be waged as access to water becomes synonymous with access to life. 

So I’ve started to think about the distribution networks associated with these 

contemporary sources of wealth – petrol and water – and begun to consider 

the entire system as descriptive of a place I call ‘cargoland.’ Our daily world 

has already become ‘cargoland.’ The word ‘cargo’ has been appropriated in 

West African French to mean anything of weight and value that needs to be 

transported. The word comes from the Spanish term describing loads carried 

on a ‘cart.’ In Benin ‘cargo’ has become the name for these tricycle scooters 

re-fashioned from normal scooters and designed to carry heavier loads. Most 

interestingly, the first tricycle cargo was originally made by a disabled man, by 

the name of Prince Mambo, from Porto-Novo in Benin. His idea was to make 

something more stable, and since he didn’t need space in front for his legs, 

the additional space could accommodate even more cargo! He designed the 

first ‘cargo’ so that he too could carry ‘kpayo’ - since he didn’t want to have to 

beg for alms on the streets. His infirmity didn’t prevent him from selling small 

items on the streets, but he had much bigger dreams, and found a way of 

using his disability to his advantage by creating a custom-built scooter where 

he could sit on top of the enlarged petrol tank and use hand-controls to work 

the accelerator, brake, gears etc. The underworld of ‘kpayo’ smuggling from 

Nigeria to Benin is not only back-breaking work, it’s also incredibly dangerous. 

Many of the two-wheeled motorbikes engaged in this trade simply explode: 

petrol leaking from the oversized plastic containers is ignited by a spark from 

an electrical wire somewhere, and Boom! Instead of using lights connected 

by wires to the bike’s batteries, Prince Mambo attached pieces of reflectors 

from car hazard triangles to the back of his cargo. This proved a quantum leap 

in protection from fiery explosions. So the cargo introduced a bigger machine 

able to carry even more ‘kpayo’ than ordinary bikes, with increased safety 

margins and a significant increase in efficiency (and comfort!) on the driver’s 

part. Since the efficiencies were real – and obvious - cargoes became all the 

rage.

Gerard Houghton: So how many ‘cargoes’ are there on the streets of

Benin today?

Romuald Hazoumè: There are maybe thousands circulating today, delivering 

not just ‘kpayo’ but also fresh water. What happened was that as soon as they 

made the forward tank larger, the increased efficiency made the first disabled 

cargo-drivers a lot of money. So they then transformed themselves into water-

carriers, by creating a cargo specifically designed for water, because it was 

much less dangerous all round. These new cargoes carried a container in 

which they would transport sachets of pure drinking water. They were simply 

street-wise, and ploughed the money they’d made carrying the dangerous 

‘kpayo’ back into their new start-up by buying a water filtration system with 

their profits. Next they registered themselves with the Beninese Water 

Board to comply with regulations. They could then filter the water, seal the 
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pure filtrate in plastic sachets and deliver their product to the many villages 

around Porto-Novo and Cotonou where fresh drinking water – often cooled 

by ice – was much in demand. They transformed themselves into successful 

entrepreneurs in a much less dangerous environment. It’s an amazing story! 

I include such African realities in my work, so you can see what’s actually 

happening there today. These installations and images, if you can read them, 

describe the minute details of the world in which I live and, by extension, the 

world in which you exist too. I am a maker – someone who translates what 

exists into a work of art – something which itself travels the world and speaks 

to others of the things I think are important. Since the appearance of the real 

world petrol cargoes is not particularly striking, I’ve added an original visual 

element, the large ‘kpayo’ bottles commonly found at the point of sale. You 

can see the same bottles being used in the panoramic photograph, Station 

d’essence d’Abomey Calavi. To render Water Cargo similarly attractive and 

give it another twist, I added the buckets that would normally be used to raise 

the well water to the surface, as though they were feathers in the wings of this 

otherworldly creature. I might have softened the impact a little, but the point 

is that the reality of these things remains unchanged. I put them forward here 

to attract the attention of an international audience and as a reminder to 

everyone that cargoland really exists - and we all belong to it.

Gerard Houghton, October Gallery, June, 2012.
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