John Mack, Professor of World Art at the University of East Anglia, spoke eloquently and fascinatingly on Malagasy art, with which he has been involved since the 1980s.

His initial work had been on the highly successful ‘Islands of the Ancestors’ exhibition at the Museum of Mankind, which moved on to New York and then to Antananarivo, where 20,000 people a month attended; the interest in Madagascar is still there, with planned exhibition in Paris and Geneva.

The talk started with photos of the exhibition and of beautifully intricate textiles, all the more impressive as made by hand and some with strong connections to Indonesian work (which encompasses also similarities with Sulawesi reburials).

Professor Mack explained how he believed that art and the idea of ‘the ancestors’ in Madagascar cannot be disassociated, especially traditional art, and in discussing famadihana he explained how much can be explained by thinking of the ancestors as precedents in a legal sense.  Painting on tombs was a dynamic practice in some parts of the island and reflected both contemporary scenes and biographical elements, many of which he illustrated. There is a theory that the practice of famadihana was less significant in the 19th Century to the Merina, and that wage labour and migration was the mechanism for an explosion in the scale of second burial. There are many fascinating aspects: the massive size of tombs; the interchangeability so that textiles might become a burial cloth on a coffin not a wrapping for a body; and the story of a skilled carver in the southeast of the island working naked at night, producing highly realistic images. The importance of the rituals was caught in the phrase ‘a house is for life, a tomb for eternity’.  A colleague Ramilsonina had been successful in helping UK archaeologists to re-interpret aspects of Stonehenge.

Sir Mervyn Brown gave a vote of thanks, praising the talk and the professor’s role in putting Madagascar on the map and in arranging the substantial symposium on the country in 2007.

The talk was followed by another meal of delicious Malagasy food, and for some, Three Horses beer kindly sourced by a member.

