
STRANGER 
IN THE VILLAGE
DR HAROLD OFFEH



Title:
Stranger in the Village

Output Type:
I – Performance

Venue: 
Art Tower Mito Contemporary Art Gallery

Year of first performance: 
2019

Research Groups:
Curating
Participatory Practice

OUTPUT 
INFORMATION



Harold Offeh’s Stranger in the Village explores themes of migration and settlement through dialogue with the
expatriate LGBT community in Mito, Japan, employing African-American writer James Baldwin’s essay
‘Stranger in the Village’ as frameworks for discussing personal experiences of estrangement/integration.

Produced during a residency, the multi-media video installation featured interviews and performative
responses, set in a yellow space with a black triangular reading table at the centre. The content combined
Japanese folk tales on the benefits and dangers of welcoming strangers with more familiar global myths on
these themes, together with personal testimonies of contemporary experience, uncovering hidden histories
that reveal unexpected cultural diversity, enriching the perspective on immigration and assimilation in Japan.

British Council-funded, Stranger in the Village was commissioned to inaugurate Art Tower Mito
Contemporary Art Gallery's Publicness of the Art Center, a new program exploring the role of art centres in
contemporary society, Offeh being one of six artists (three international, three Japan-based) commissioned
for this major exhibition accompanied by an Anglo-Japanese publication.

Stranger in the Village’s impact resides in its participation in a new form of exhibition-making. Publicness of
the Art Center had 2 phases, a dialogue phase and production phase – a strategy often deployed in Offeh’s
wider practice. His exploration of Mito’s social dynamics was thus instrumental in helping the museum
redefinine itself as a public space for visitors to see how artists’ works evolve, from discursive origin to
material outcome. For Offeh, ‘the public’ is not an anonymous group of all-comers, but a specific
demographic whose personal history shapes the artistic process. As Hideo Nakao, Curator of Kurumaya
Museum of Art, said, ‘Harold Offeh’s video installation uses different voices, including those considered
“other” and “strangers”, to lead to a dialogue where individuals can live in their own way and where they can
coexist.”
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“Harold Offeh undertook research both within 
and outside of the art center by interacting with 
the LGBT community and those who had 
moved to the Mito area from abroad”

Yuu Taskehisa, Senior Curator Contemporary Art Center, Art Tower Mito



“The performance Lounging, by Harold Offeh 
began… With the artist lounging around the 
café and the people reacting with various 
degrees… a curious atmosphere overtook the 
entire space”

Mariko Murata, Professor, Department of Sociology, Kansai University



Stranger in the Village, pages from 
exhibition catalogue 2019.

Image courtesy of Contemporary 
Art Gallery, ATM, Mito, Japan. 



Harold Offehʼs practice has a focus on performance as well as projects in which he collaborates
with other participants. His work has interpreted race, gender, and cultural difference with great wit and
zest, gently untangling established concepts within society or the individual.

This project provided the first opportunity for Offeh to visit Mito, where he spent time interacting
with locals and examining the varied sense of belonging and identity in communities. The
installation mediated by complex stories, from the interviews with people he met during his short
residency or the folk tales that guided his research, is named Flexible Coexistence in reference to a
previous exhibition. With a yellow theme that accentuates the silhouette of what is in the foreground, this
space features a triangle shape formerly used as a label of shame against those society deemed to be
deviant but that was then subsequently adopted as a symbol of pride. (The triangle also pays homage to
the architectural elements of the gallery itself.)

How do we perceive “strangers”? How do people live and how do they interact with society? Turning
to listen to the voices of others and through physical gestures that are a primordial means
of communication and connection, Offeh investigates what flexible coexistence may entail in the future.

Exhibition Catalogue, Publicness of the Art Center, 2019
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from exhibition catalogue 2019.
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Mito, Japan. 



Stranger in the Village, pages 
from exhibition catalogue 2019.

Image courtesy of 
Contemporary Art Gallery, ATM, 
Mito, Japan. 
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Stranger in the Village, pages 
from exhibition catalogue 2019.

Image courtesy of 
Contemporary Art Gallery, ATM, 
Mito, Japan. 
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Stranger in the Village, 
pages from exhibition 
catalogue 2019.

Image courtesy of 
Contemporary Art Gallery, 
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Stranger in the Village, Installation, 
2019. Contemporary Art Gallery, 
ATM, Mito, Japan. Photo by 
Yuzuru Nemoto



Stranger in the Village, Installation, 2019. Contemporary Art Gallery, 
ATM, Mito, Japan. Photo by Yuzuru Nemoto



Stranger in the Village, Installation, 2019. Contemporary Art Gallery, 
ATM, Mito, Japan. Photo by Yuzuru Nemoto



Stranger in the Village, 2019. Research trip to meet immigrant farmers 
in Japan. Mito, Japan. Image courtesy of the artist. 

Stranger in the Village, 2019. Research trip to meet LGBTQ activist in 
Mito, Japan. Image courtesy of the artist. 



Stranger in the Village, 2019. Studio installation in March 2019 part of 
the initial research trip to Mito, Japan. Image courtesy of the artist.



Stranger in the Village, Performance, 2019. Contemporary Art Gallery, 
ATM, Mito, Japan. Photo by Yuzuru Nemoto



Stranger in the Village, Performance, 2019. 
Contemporary Art Gallery, ATM, Mito, Japan. Photo 
by Yuzuru Nemoto



Stranger in the Village, Still from 
video, 2019. Contemporary Art 
Gallery, ATM, Mito, Japan.

Image courtesy of the artist. 



“Harold Offeh’s video installation uses 
different voices including those 
considered “other” and “strangers”, to 
lead to a dialogue where individuals can 
live in their own way and where they can 
coexist”

Hideo Nakao, Curator of Kurumaya Museum of Art. Review in Bijutsutecho, 2019.12.5 Founded in 1948, Bijutsutecho is the 
longest-running contemporary art magazine in Japan.

https://bijutsutecho.com/magazine/review/20960#.Xemo9_3eoLI.twitter
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