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‘Princess!’ shouts Jean-Charles. He slips off his chair, breaks 
into a smile and hurries into Marilyn’s arms. At the Dakar 
Biennial, in the Jazz Club Pen’Art, the musicians accompany 
the chatter and excitement as old friends meet up.

Everyone’s cheerful, happy to be seeing each other after 
months, even years in some cases. Marilyn Douala Bell laughs. 
At Douala she’s Princess Marilyn Douala Bell, daughter of King 
Bell, a descendent of Rudolph Douala Manga Bell, hanged in 
1914 for opposing German colonial rule, but among friends she’s 
just Marilyn. Jean-Charles’ princess is affectionately humorous. 
‘My beautiful flower’, he seems to roguishly imply, with a 
deliberately retro tone, ‘we know you’re not just plain Marilyn’. 

Despite her many responsibilities, Princess Marilyn 
Douala Bell can spend this evening relaxing. She’s among 
friends; she can forget her official duties in the round of 
greetings.

The table is crowded, Mamadou Jean-Charles Tall is 
seated halfway down it. An architect, brilliant and fair-minded, 
he has designed working-class housing, homes for the newly 
rich Senegalese, and the Elton service stations: structured 
like city squares and landmarks, they have become a model 
exported all over West Africa and are now being imitated by 
other oil companies. 

A few places down sits the anthropologist AbdouMaliq 
Simone. He has made seminal studies of the cities of 
Johannesburg and Douala, rich in narratives, encounters, and 
relationships. Sylviane Diop, cultural manager and promoter of 
the GAW digital art association, is seated beside her colleague 
N’Goné Fall, architect and curator. For many years N’Goné 
edited Revue Noire, a Parisian magazine which, from 1991 to 
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2001, published contemporary African culture; she has edited 
an anthology of African art, curated exhibitions and has always, 
willingly or unwillingly, been involved in the Dakar Biennial. 
At the head of the table sits Ntone Edjabe, writer, DJ and editor 
of Chimurenga, who is so hot, according to an article in Vanity 
Fair on the new wave of African authors (www.kubatana.net/
html/archive/artcul/070701vf.asp?sector=ARTCUL). He greets 
the princess respectfully, formally. He knows her by name;  
he grew up in Douala though he now lives in Cape Town.

We are all interacted by networks. Jean-Charles, 
AbdouMaliq, N’Goné and I were the guests of Marilyn Douala 
Bell at Douala during the Symposium Ars&Urbis. Together 
with other artists, architects, curators, critics, intellectuals 
and cultural practitioners, we discussed ideas, recounted our 
experiences and, above all, visited and studied the projects in 
the city created by doual’art, Cercle Kapsiki and Goddy Leye.

‘Hey, has Goddy arrived yet?’ For days that has been the 
main topic of conversation in the rooms of the Biennial. Two 
months ago Goddy Leye set off across country on Exit Tour, 
a journey from Cameroon to Senegal, checking out studios, 
galleries and cultural spaces along the way. His object was to 
reach Dakar for the opening of the Biennial. He and his group 
met with colleagues at Cotonou, Lomé, Accra, Ouagadougou 
and Bamako, but then they were held up for days at the frontier 
with Mali and only Dunja’s Swiss passport enabled her to cross 
the border and bring the news to Dak’Art. Seven of them set 
out: Ginette Daleu, Justine Gaga, Dunja Herzog, Luc Fosther 
Diop, Achilleka Komguem, Alioum Moussa and Goddy Leye. 
Goddy is something of an art honcho: he studied at Yaoundé 
and the Rijksakademie in Amsterdam and on returning to 
Douala several years later he mobilized the artists around a new 
meeting place, residence and training centre, his Art Bakery.

Douala 2005 and 2007

Art Bakery is a residence for artists at Bonendale, on the green 
outskirts of Douala. It’s a casual place, young, self-managed; 
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an old colonial house with a welcoming porch where people 
drop by to chat. The whole Symposium Ars&Urbis group called 
on a visit. ‘There used to be a tourist village here once’, Goddy 
explains, pointing to the banks of the river. At Bonendale today 
there are just a few quiet houses in this out-of-the-way spot, 
where a number of artists have chosen to live (one of the first 
was Joël Mpah Dooh). Art Bakery was created here in 2003, 
with the support of RAIN Artists’ Initiatives Network and the 
Rijksakademie. A platform for artists organized by artists, 
with a flexible administrative structure, accommodation 
for residents and equipment for experimenting with video 
and digital manipulations. Art Bakery has never had a 
regular program (nor even a refrigerator), but it is a model of 
functioning that stimulates discussion, the exchange of ideas 
and the creation of courageous new projects. In 2003 it was 
behind Bessengue City (the site-specific project presented by 
Goddy Leye together with James Beckett, Jesus Palomino and 
Hartanto) and in 2006 it formed the starting point for Exit Tour.

Artists’ initiatives are not new to Douala. Some artists 
have formed groups and others transformed their studios into 
points of reference for the creatives in the city. To cite the most 
recent cases: in 1995 the Kheops Group was started; in 1998 
the Cercle Kapsiki made its appearance, and then in 2003 they 
inaugurated the KFactory and Les Scénographies Urbaines. 
Two editions of Squatt’art were organized in 2000 and 2002, 
and in 2005 the first edition of DUTA, the first Douala Biennial 
(which had a hard time in 2007, struggling with serious 
shortcomings of organization). Outside the confines of Douala, 
the artist Barthélémy Toguo is building a Bandjoun art centre, 
while DiARTgonale, a contemporary art magazine, edited 
by Achilleka Komguem with contributors from all over, was 
founded in Yaoundé. Initiatives by artists, often organized in 
small non-profit associations, fill an institutional void. They 
create opportunities to meet, swap ideas and provide training. 
They also enable artists and others to join forces and organize 
events, often with the involvement of residents of the city. 
Urban projects have become an important part of artists’ work, 
especially in recent years, and the work of doual’art has given  
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a lot of stimulus (particularly through the workshop Les 
Ateliers Urbains, organized in 2001 in the Bessengue district), 
and also provided backup, largely in the form of production and 
logistics.

doual’art is an organization founded in 1991, originally 
without an office but with the aim of creating works in the 
different areas of the city. Douala has always been at the 
centre of its interests. Marilyn Douala Bell and Didier Schaub 
painted murals, produced photo projects, organized a jam 
session in the middle of the Wouri River and erected a statue 
titled La Nouvelle Liberté. Then in 1995 they created Espace 
doual’art. With the help of the architect Danièle Diwouta-
Kotto they restored a space adjoining La Pagode, one of the 
city’s historic buildings belonging to the Manga Bell family. 
In their headquarters they laid out offices, exhibition spaces, 
a cafeteria and a pleasant garden. It hosts encounters, 
conferences, screenings, installations and performances. 
But the city has never ceased to be the protagonist of their 
work and over the years they have worked in twelve of 
the neighbourhoods of Douala. For some years now they 
produced structural plans, working as mediators between 
communities, administration and international organizations. 
Then, dissatisfied with a strategy limited to primary services, 
they began to devise a strategy that would enable them to 
supplement the work of artists with freedom of expression and 
the aspirations of the communities involved. The approach that 
led them to the construction of La Nouvelle Liberté (together 
with the ensuing debate) was revised and adapted over a 
number of years and became a model for their subsequent 
work. Stimulated by the Bessengue City project curated by 
Goddy Leye, doual’art has concentrated on producing urban 
works capable of triggering community processes both before 
they are launched (during meetings with local communities, 
artists, administrators and the media, often animated by Paulin 
Tchuenbou) and afterwards (in the social spaces created, in 
the sense of security and community they foster, and in the 
outstanding value of the work produced). 
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Rotterdam 2007

Didier listens attentively. As long as Marilyn is speaking 
English he doesn’t need a translation. In the last few days they 
have been working on the speech, the images, the outline of 
what to say. They wish they knew exactly who will be there and 
what subjects will be most relevant, but it’s impossible to tell 
just what is the right way to describe sixteen years of work to 
a group of Dutch cultural operators specially invited to meet 
them in a room at Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen. Marilyn 
shows photos of Douala. From the bird’s eye view of Akwa 
and the port, the eye takes in the Bessengue, Madagascar and 
New Bell districts. Hours have been spent discussing which 
images to project. They wanted to show the places where they 
create their projects, but didn’t want the poverty to take up 
the foreground. How to get across the structure of the houses 
and districts, the street layout and the spread of shops and 
businesses? How to go into land ownership, administration, 
waste disposal, electric plant, water supply and sewage? Can 
they describe site-specific projects without referring to the 
sites? Marilyn speaks enthusiastically, she’s crisp and to the 
point about the context: and moves on rapidly to the projects 
created to date. It doesn’t matter, any effort is useless: three 
photos of the context and, before the works, the artists, 
doual’art, and sixteen years’ work, everyone can see poverty. 
It’s like a dense, sticky soot settling on everything, drifting into 
the eyes, the ears, the minds of the public. It acts as a filter for 
each word and few can be unaware of it.

Marilyn talks on. She reviews the works and events 
created, occasionally catching Didier’s eye. She’s the president 
of doual’art, her task is to handle public events. She speaks 
in French, English and Spanish, shakes hands with the 
authorities, smiles tilting her head politely, negotiates with the 
institutional partners and keeps the bureaucrats in line. Didier 
stays on the sidelines. He visits the studios, chooses artists for 
the shows, organizes the literary and philosophical evenings, 
coordinates preparations, checks the microphones work, 
decides the conference themes. A specialist in contemporary 
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art, he’s the artistic director of doual’art. Marilyn trusts his 
judgment. Her background is in economics. She has had long 
experience of development projects. She used to work as a 
consultant for the World Bank and international cooperation 
organizations. In her official role, when she speaks the socio-
economic approach tends to come to the fore. Didier quietly 
adjusts the image, making sure the specifically curatorial 
decisions are presented and the works get appropriate 
coverage. If you listen to them separately, the attitudes of 
the two people running doual’art seem to be at odds, but 
actually they talk about their organization almost like two 
parents talking about their child, in whom each sees a part 
of themselves. doual’art is both things. Acting in harmony, 
Didier and Marilyn’s different skills and specific interests have 
created the processes and a working method that dovetails 
culture and development, without it being possible to identify 
the exact boundaries of the spheres that belong to each.

To Didier, the work is the centre of interest, with its 
distinctive qualities, expressive force and the mystery and the 
intensity of the artist’s work. To Marilyn, Douala is the centre. 
It is not just a question of improving the inhabitants’ living 
standards but of giving something to the city. When she speaks 
of La Nouvelle Liberté, she always repeats they offered the 
sculpture to the urban community. It was not aid, generosity, 
and charity: it was a gesture of respect and gratitude for 
the city of her ancestors and all the people to whom it now 
belongs. To Marilyn, traditions are not a nostalgic pursuit 
of the past but the ability to adapt constantly to the present. 
What is called ‘development’ is not measured just in terms of 
electricity, water supply or drains, but in people’s ability to 
express their thoughts and feel they are the protagonists of 
the place where they live. The uniqueness of works of art, their 
ability to communicate in a new and different language, causes 
upheavals and opens doors onto unknown worlds, showing 
some of the inconceivable paths that all men and women have 
before them. 
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Paris 2006

But how to get across the work of doual’art? How to get 
across Douala, the projects created in the city and its cultural 
institutions? How to communicate or simply ignore a context? 
How to create bridges giving access to unknown places, 
images and situations? How to translate the present into a 
language comprehensible to those who live in a different kind 
of present? Sometimes you feel a photo might give the clearest, 
truest picture. But a photo of the fountain of Bessengue would 
show little more than the soot of poverty: crumbling houses, 
rough ground, with in the middle the fountain and a shed with  
a corrugated iron roof. How to convey a true idea of the fountain 
of Bessengue to those who have no idea of its true significance?

We have been swapping ideas for more than six hours in 
a Paris bistrot. Lucia Babina, Marilyn and I are making plans. 
A workshop in Douala in March 2007 will enable us to collect 
documentation about the city. We need texts, research, photos, 
drawings, interviews and ideas. We list interesting people 
from Douala and beyond who will be able to spend two weeks 
working on an on-line and off line publication. Those who 
already know the city can reveal new angles on it, while those 
who don’t can help others seeing it for the first time to get to 
know it. Everyone will translate it and everyone will betray 
it. Aware of the deception, we give up the idea of portraying 
Douala. 

Where’s the point of creating artistic projects in  
a city like Douala, given its poverty and the need for basic 
infrastructures? Are they meant to be artworks or development 
projects? Is there any such thing as contemporary African art? 
Doesn’t the use of video means renouncing Africanness and 
aping the West? Which Cameroonian artists have contributed 
to the catalogue? Marilyn and Didier, do you think you’re 
angels commissioned to hand out praline chocolates in the 
midst of an equatorial post-war destruction scenario? Which 
African artists contributed to the catalogue? Didier—but where 
are you from? Soot-covered questions that remain unanswered.
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Douala 2003

‘Hi! I’m here’—I call out, let them know I’m coming up to the 
office. ‘Hi!’—They call back. It’s the president and the artistic 
director of doual’art—‘To what do we owe the pleasure of this 
visit?’ Awkward and sweating I begin to say I heard a lecture on 
doual’art at the Dakar Biennial in 2000. I met them at the 2002 
Biennial, and the artists Goddy Leye, Sandrine Dole, Jules 
Wokam and Hervé Youmbi spoke well of their organization.  
So I decided to come and see. Princess Marilyn Douala Bell 
studies me doubtfully. ‘Well, you can call me Marilyn’— 
she says.

Iolanda Pensa is an art critic and cultural producer; worked as a 
consultant for the Africa Centre (South Africa), Multiplicity (Milan), 
Africa e Mediterraneo (Bologna); produced researches on contemporary 
art practices and politics and publishes in international journals.
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