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Portrait of Nengi Omuku by Stephen Tayo, 2023. Courtesy of

Kasmin.

Nengi Omuku, Kwadwo I, 2022. Photo by Mark Blower. Courtesy

of the Institute of Contemporary Art, Miami.

“New Artist Spotlight” is a recurring editorial series featuring

artists who have recently joined the rosters of Artsy’s gallery

partners.

Idyllic and unnerving; still, yet pulsating with movement;

intimate, yet impersonal. These are the tensions that shroud

Nigerian-born and -based Nengi Omuku’s abstract figurative

paintings of people lounging in domestic spaces. The artist, who

is currently represented by Kristin Hjellegjerde Gallery and

London-based Pippy Houldsworth Gallery, has also recently

joined the roster of New York–based Kasmin, which will debut

her solo show in September of 2024. Omuku’s work will be

featured in “Aso oke: Prestige Cloth from Nigeria” at the Saint

Louis Art Museum in Missouri this September.

Relying on either a physical sitter or archival photography,

Omuku’s paintings erase the specificities of her subjects, while

retaining the expressions or clothes that capture their essence.

Painted onto sanyan, the Nigerian textile for draped clothing,

Omuku’s works omit markers of specific identity (like faces), to

broaden the idea of what an identity-based work looks like.

Nengi Omuku, Reclining Figures, 2022. Courtesy of The Baltimore Museum of Art.
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“[Omuku] has developed a visual language that expands on the

vocabulary of both contemporary painting and historical

Nigerian textile traditions, resulting in work that is completely

captivating and transportive,” Nick Olney, the president of

Kasmin, told Artsy. By locating her subjects in domestic settings,

Omuku invites a reconsideration of the borders between public

and private, an invisible line that often shapes how work by

artists of color is perceived.

Omuku’s artistic practice is influenced by her time at the Slade

School of Fine Art at University College, London, where she

received both her BA and MA. At Slade, Omuku studied the

traditional use of oil painting for both landscapes and

portraiture that were popularized during the British Romantic

period.

Nengi Omuku, The Lighthouse, 2021. Courtesy of the artist and Kasmin, New York.

Romanticism bleeds into the composition of Omuku’s paintings,

with their characteristic depictions of people experiencing

fervent emotions or the mysticism of nature. This can be seen in

the painting Kwadwo I (2022), where a despondent individual

faces the city from a balcony with his back to us, evoking the

composition of Caspar David Friedrich’s 1818 painting The

Wanderer Above the Sea Fog.

Omuku’s work creates a tension between a classical British style

of painting on an “unconventional” material to reference the

history of British imperialism in Nigeria. Rather than narrating

specific historical tales of that period, her work tracks its

influence by portraying how people of color navigate hostile

environments.

Olney further added, “She’s very clearly a rising star and we’re

thrilled to expand the recognition of her work both in the United

States and beyond. It’s a privilege to be welcoming her to

Kasmin’s growing roster of artists.” ∎
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Jean-Michel Basquiat, installation view of “ Basquiat. The Modena Paintings” at the Fondation Beyeler, 2023. © Estate of Jean-Michel

Basquiat. Photo by Mark Niedermann. Courtesy of the Fondation Beyeler.

In the summer of 1982, a 21-year-old Jean-Michel Basquiat

traveled to Modena, Italy, and created eight vast paintings for a

show that never came to be.

“The Modena Paintings,” as they are now known, were sold to

private collectors scattered across the globe, and were never

shown together—until now. Some 40 years later, the Fondation

Beyeler in Basel, Switzerland, has reunited the original eight in a

dazzling new exhibition that digs into this critical, little-known

chapter in the legendary artist’s career.

“Basquiat: The Modena Paintings,” which opened this week and

runs through August 27th, traces its roots back to 2010, when

the Beyeler mounted a Basquiat retrospective. The major

exhibition included three of the Modena paintings, and as

museum director Sam Keller learned the story of the unrealized

exhibition, he came up with the idea to finally bring the canvases

together under one roof. Fast forward to a year ago, when

associate curator Iris Hasler was tasked with the challenge of

identifying, locating, and securing the works in question. “We

said from the beginning that we could only hold the exhibition if

we had all eight works,” Hasler told Artsy.

Jean-Michel Basquiat, installation view of Untitled (Woman with Roman Torso [Venus]), 1982, in “Basquiat. The Modena Paintings” at

the Fondation Beyeler, 2023. © Estate of Jean-Michel Basquiat. Photo by Mark Niedermann. Courtesy of the Fondation Beyeler.
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Her work involved not just unearthing the current locations of

the paintings, but determining precisely which paintings were

made in Modena, how many of them there were, gaining the

cooperation of the current owners—all of whom were eager to

give it—and piecing together the narrative around how the

paintings came about, and how the proposed show fell apart.

In 1981, Basquiat was just starting to catch the attention of art

world tastemakers—specifically, art dealers Bruno

Bischofberger of Zürich, Annina Nosei of New York, and Emilio

Mazzoli of Modena. The trio witnessed a major moment in the

young New York–based artist’s career: the wall of 23 paintings

he presented in the group exhibition “New York / New Wave” at

P.S.1 Contemporary Art Center in Queens, New York. That same

year, Mazzoli mounted a solo show featuring Basquiat’s works,

under his graffiti tag “SAMO,” at Galleria d’arte Emilio Mazzoli in

Modena in May.

Jean-Michel Basquiat, Boy and Dog in a Johnnypump, 1982. © Estate of Jean-Michel Basquiat. Photo by Robert Bayer. Courtesy of the

Fondation Beyeler.

A few months later, in November, Nosei became Basquiat’s first

dealer; she put on his first solo show under his real name at her

New York gallery the following March, and facilitated another

solo show in April, at Gagosian Gallery in Los Angeles. She also

provided the artist with the studio spaces and funds needed to

keep his practice going.

In the summer of 1982, Mazzoli planned another Basquiat show,

this time featuring works that were to be made in Modena (the

prior show’s works were made in New York). He invited Basquiat

to Modena and set him up in a warehouse that he rented for his

artists to visit and work in. The Italian painter Mario Schifano

was known to work there often, though he was not present

there during Basquiat’s stay; it was Schifano’s large-scale

canvases, prepped and stretched but not yet painted, that

Basquiat selected for his new works. The size of the canvases—

each one slightly different dimensions, though hovering around

four to five meters (around 13 to 16 feet) wide and more than two

meters (six and a half feet) high—marked a leap in scale for the

artist.

Jean-Michel Basquiat, installation view of “ Basquiat. The Modena Paintings” at the Fondation Beyeler, 2023. © Estate of Jean-Michel

Basquiat. Photo by Mark Niedermann. Courtesy of the Fondation Beyeler.

Basquiat, however, wasn’t exactly happy to be in this situation.

In a 1985 New York Times Magazine piece, he recalled that he

was tasked with making all eight works in one week. “That was

one of the things I didn’t like,” he told interviewer Cathleen

McGuigan. “I made them in this big warehouse there.…It was like

a factory, a sick factory. I hated it. I wanted to be a star, not a

gallery mascot.” The recollections of Mazzoli, Nosei, and

Bischofsberger (who are all still living and contributed their

insights to the Beyeler’s research) suggest that the time spent

making the works was more like 10 days to two weeks—still,

undeniably, a grueling feat.

Ultimately, the show’s demise was due to a disagreement

among Mazzoli and Nosei. Mazzoli felt he alone was due the

credit and profits for coming up with the show and funding it,

while Nosei, as the artist’s primary dealer, felt she was owed a

cut. It wasn’t just about the money—it was also about being

associated with the soon-to-be-famous artist and choosing

which collectors should be offered the works. So, in the end, the

show was canceled and Mazzoli sold the works to Nosei, who

then sold them to the clients of her choosing. Bischofsberger

(who became Basquiat’s primary dealer later that year and up

until his death) bought four; and the rest went to four other

collectors.

Jean-Michel Basquiat, The Guilt of Gold Teeth, 1982. © Estate of Jean-Michel Basquiat. Photo by Annik Wetter. Courtesy of the

Fondation Beyeler.

The works that Bischofsberger owned have since changed

hands, and currently each painting comes from a different

private collection, spread across the United States, Switzerland,

and Asia. “A few didn’t know that they owned a Modena, so it

was surprising for them,” Hasler explained. “Only a few people

knew that this exhibition should have happened, so it’s

understandable; the exhibition isn’t mentioned in most

chronologies of Basquiat’s life. Others did know, however, and

they were all in favor of our idea.” Unsurprisingly, the owners

were happy to loan out their paintings to the unprecedented

exhibition.

Most of the owners chose to remain anonymous, though two

collectors are credited alongside their works: the Nahmads,

who own The Guilt of Gold Teeth; and Aby Rosen, who owns

Untitled (Cowparts).

“Some paintings are quite well known, like Untitled (Devil), which

was sold at auction a year ago,” Hasler explained, nodding to the

memorable, red-hued canvas with a giant devil head and

Pollock-esque drips that made headlines in 2022, when Yusaku

Maezawa put it up for sale at Phillips and it fetched $85 million

at auction. Meanwhile, Untitled (Cowparts) “has been in a

private collection for 20 years and hadn’t yet been part of an

exhibition,” Hasler added.

Jean-Michel Basquiat, Untitled (Devil), 1982. © Estate of Jean-Michel Basquiat. Photo © 2023 Phillips Auctioneers LLC. Courtesy of the

Fondation Beyeler.

In addition to Untitled (Devil), two other works will be familiar to

art market observers: Boy and Dog in a Johnnypump, an

effervescent canvas of mint green, peach, bold red, and sunny

yellow, depicting a boy splashing in the water of an open fire

hydrant, which was reported in 2020 to be sold to hedge fund

manager Ken Griffin for over $100 million; it was previously

owned by Peter Brant. And the aforementioned The Guilt of

Gold Teeth, showing a stocky man in a black top hat before fields

of peach and sky blue, sold for $40 million in November 2021 at

Christie’s.

What’s particularly striking about these works—aside from the

arresting size—is the luminous palette and gestural swathes of

paint. “In general, it’s a series that is very painterly,” Hasler

noted. “[The Guilt of Gold Teeth] has a lot of scribbled numbers

and words, but the other works don’t have that much of his

writing, which everybody associates with Basquiat. The focus

on painterly gestures may be due to the size of the canvas. The

backgrounds of nearly all these works look like Abstract

Expressionist paintings.”

Jean-Michel Basquiat, installation view of “ Basquiat. The Modena Paintings” at the Fondation Beyeler, 2023. © Estate of Jean-Michel

Basquiat. Photo by Mark Niedermann. Courtesy of the Fondation Beyeler.

Otherwise, the works are exemplary of Basquiat’s visual

language and thematic focus—featuring feverishly rendered

figures, swift, bold swathes of paint, occasional nods to art

history, and reflecting on the artist’s expressions as a Black

artist, not yet well known, striving to make it in a white-

dominated art world.

All this lore aside, seeing these large, booming works in person

at the Beyeler is spectacular. The viewer, standing at the center,

has a panoramic vision of this moment in Basquiat’s trajectory. ∎

Casey Lesser
Casey Lesser is Artsy’s Director of Content.
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Exterior view of the Jeffrey E. Gundlach Building. Photo by Marco Cappelletti. Courtesy of the Buffalo AKG Art Museum, OMA, and

Cooper Robertson.

Over three years after closing its doors to embark on a

remarkable redesign and expansion, the Buffalo AKG Museum

has reopened. Formerly the Albright-Knox Art Gallery, the

Buffalo AKG is the sixth-oldest art museum in the United States

and one of the first with a dedicated contemporary art program.

The renovated campus was designed by OMA, with its partner

Shohei Shigematsu in collaboration with Cooper Robertson,

and marks the culmination of an impressive $230 million capital

campaign. The Buffalo AKG now boasts over 50,000 square feet

of exhibition space, more than half an acre of public green area,

and new studio classrooms.

The expanded campus will allow the Buffalo AKG to show more

of its vast collection, which the museum recently announced

grew by a remarkable 518 works while renovations were

underway. The acquisitions reflect a broad range of media,

including digital and video art, and work from leading figures in

contemporary art, such as Simone Leigh, Arthur Jafa, Jeffrey

Gibson, Tiffany Chung, and Nick Cave.

“To date, we have only been able to show a small fraction of the

long arc of our collection,” said Janne Sirén, the museum’s

Peggy Pierce Elfvin Director. “Now, visitors will be able to

explore diverse art histories. No one, including the staff of the

museum, has ever had the opportunity to see so many works

from the Buffalo AKG’s collection on view at the same time.” The

inaugural exhibitions include solo presentations from Clyfford

Still, Lap-See Lam, and Lucas Samaras, as well as group shows

of photography and a selection of work from the museum’s

permanent collection.

Exterior view of the Jeffrey E. Gundlach Building, viewed from the

portico of the Robert and Elisabeth Wilmers Building. Photo by

Marco Cappelletti. Courtesy of the Buffalo AKG Art Museum,

OMA, and Cooper Robertson.

Interior view of the Ralph Wilson Town Square with Olafur

Eliasson and Sebastian Behmann, Common Sky, 2022. Photo by

Marco Cappelletti. Courtesy of the Buffalo AKG Art Museum,

OMA, Cooper Robertson, and Studio Other Spaces.
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The renovations were undertaken with the local community in

mind. While creating the redesign to update the existing

Neoclassical and modernist architecture and expand the

campus, the Buffalo AKG hosted town hall meetings with

museum staff, Shigematsu, and the local community. The

redesign is intentionally more open and welcoming to the

public, breaking down the traditional white cube model

associated with art institutions.

Stunning glass walls surround the new Gundlach Building,

giving outside viewers a glimpse of the galleries inside. Those

who enter the campus from the parking garage will experience

an immersive, site-specific woven tapestry by Miriam

Bäckström entitled Others Will Know (2023). An existing open-

air interior courtyard is now covered by Common Sky (2022), a

kaleidoscopic canopy of glass and mirror triangles by Olafur

Eliasson and Sebastian Behmann, that provides shelter from the

snowy weather the city experiences each year. The courtyard is

free to visit, as is the adjacent Seymour H. Knox Building that

houses classrooms, an auditorium, gallery spaces, and the

museum’s new Cornelia restaurant, which features a site-

specific, 30-foot-long glass mosaic mural commissioned from

Firelei Báez.

Interior of Cornelia with Firelei Báez, Chorus of the Deep (something ephemeral and beautifully whole, when seen from the edge of

one’s vision, too full when taken head on), 2023. Photo by Gregory Halpern. Courtesy of the Buffalo AKG Art Museum, OMA, and

Cooper Robertson.

“As a nonprofit cultural organization dedicated to the

community of Western New York, the Buffalo AKG aspires to

flourish as an exceptional hub of artistic and creative energies

that enriches and transforms people’s lives,” said Sirén. “Buffalo

has a growing and dynamic local art scene, and as part of our

work as a museum we hope to inspire collectors and gallerists

to support the work of living artists.”

Local galleries, artists, and collectors are taking note.

Interspersed throughout the city are nearly 50 public art

projects, including murals, residencies, and sculptures that are

stewarded by the museum’s public art department, a project

initiated in 2013. Several works take visitors through downtown

and the robust local art scene in the Allentown district, which is

home to K Art, a Native American–owned gallery that focuses

primarily on Indigenous artists. Founded in 2020 just as the

museum was closing, K Art has already benefited from the

increased interest in the arts in the area.

Installation view at Buffalo AKG, 2023. Photo by Marco Cappelletti. Courtesy of the Buffalo AKG Art Museum, OMA, and Cooper

Robertson.

“There is so much buzz around the reopening,” said K Art owner

Dave Kimelberg (Seneca Nation). “The AKG team is very

involved with the local arts community, far more than other

museums. Buffalo is a small community, and the arts community

is even smaller. The museum is constantly encouraging people

to visit our galleries and art centers, and is involving us at

various steps along the way.”

The Buffalo AKG invited local arts leaders to attend hardhat

tours and solicited feedback on how it could support the

community. The museum has also included local galleries in its

robust acquisition program over the last three years. K Art, for

example, placed several works by G. Peter Jemison (Seneca

Nation). “We are thrilled,” said Kimelberg. “Buffalo is the kind of

place where everyone wants to support each other and see

others succeed. Camaraderie and collaboration are at the core

of the arts community here. I really believe the museum

expansion will be a ‘rising tide lifts all boats’ scenario and a

catalyst for the arts in Buffalo and Western New York.”

Reflecting this community ethos, the Buffalo arts sector has

created a gallery guide and is working with the museum to plan

events, including a celebration at the Buffalo AKG during The

Armory Show in September to draw visitors from New York City

and give local audiences a cultural program of their own. For

this series of events, called pARTy, tickets will be offered at

inclusive price points to attract a broader audience, in particular

the large community of art students in the area.

Installation view of “collective selection / selective collection” at Rivalry Projects, 2023. Courtesy of Rivalry Projects.

Joining Kimelberg and the Buffalo AKG in planning pARTy are

additional local arts leaders, including Rivalry Projects, an artist-

run commercial gallery and arts production and residency

space also in Allentown. Embracing the history of the

neighborhood as an artist-focused, diverse community with a

strong LGBTQ+ presence, Rivalry supports a range of emerging,

mid-career, and underrepresented artists, including Jacob Todd

Broussard, Hannah Secord Wade, Tammie Rubin, and Nando

Alvarez-Perez.

While under renovation, Buffalo AKG toured groups of

collectors and board members through local galleries like

Rivalry and held events in their spaces to maintain engagement

and support the community. The museum also hosted an event

in Miami during Art Basel in Miami Beach last December,

bringing together those from Buffalo who flew down for the fairs

and introducing the city to the fairgoing audience.

“It’s been great for us to be involved in these events. Buffalo AKG

has reframed the image of the city not as something solely

known for football or the weather, but for the vibrancy of its

culture,” said Ryan Arthurs, founder of Rivalry Projects. “Going

to art fairs, we can talk to collectors and other dealers about the

museum. It has shined a light on Buffalo, as well as the artists

and galleries working here.”

Olivia McManus, director of Rivalry Projects, echoed Arthurs:

“The museum is really important to show the broader art world

that while we may not be as big, we have the support of each

other and we have the time and space to take risks. Locally, the

expansion is an opportunity for Buffalo and for Western New

York to be reminded of what an outstanding art and culture

institution we have here.”

“The revived Buffalo AKG is aspirational,” added Arthurs.

“Especially for people like Olivia and I who grew up here, left, and

have returned. It’s great to see the possibility for brighter

futures and creative and economic growth.” ∎

Annabel Keenan
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