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Created and managed by American artist, Monte Laster, OBA is a project which reveals 
the rich and hidden talents of young artists from two separate cities, brought together by 
a common bond.  

Overshadowed by repeated discrimination and political exploitation, La Courneuve, near 
Paris, and Harlem in New York represent powerful statements of urban culture, commu-
nicated by a shared artistic voice. OBA seeks to foster and record their message, while 
highlighting the social complexities of these two extraordinary cultures.  
 
Since its launch in 2010, the project has courted global attention from governments, cities, 
universities, media, other artists and more. Establishing itself as a long term and sustainable 
project with a developing international exchange network, there is significant potential for 
an increasingly greater impact.  
 
The resulting works of OBA will be exhibited through photography, film, music, written 
works and artistic installations to be showcased in galleries and art exhibitions throughout 
the world.

*Image: Theo.Dora, The Family of Poets 2010
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What is OBA?

Our Better Angels, known as OBA, is a two-part collaborative art project created by the 
American Artist Monte Laster.  It is a series of films, photography, art installations and writ-
ten works, which tells the story of two cities who share a common bond as symbols of ur-
ban culture, poverty, welfare, political exploitation and neglect.  It provides a glimpse into 
these two cities through the perspective of young artists and elementary school children 
from La Courneuve, France near Paris and Harlem, New York in the United States.

OBA II is the second phase of the OBA project.  In the first phase, titled Our Better Angels, 
Laster took a group of young rappers from their hometown of La Courneuve to Harlem, 
New York, a neighborhood known for its social complexity and musical creations. The 
exchange between the French and Harlem rappers produced a number of exciting con-
nections that eventually led all the way to a visit to the White House.

As a result of this success, Laster has the opportunity to produce this next phase, only this 
time from the perspective of Harlem. Abiodun Oyewole, considered as one of the found-
ing fathers of hip-hop and slam, will join a group of young spoken-words artists from Har-
lem as they come to La Courneuve. They will participate in a variety of planned events, 
producing works of their own and interact with people who, though across the ocean, 
share an urban community of a similar complexity to Harlem. The Louvre Museum in Paris 
is already committed to working with these young artists and the potential for thrilling 
encounters is growing.  The artists will also participate in on-going projects with the com-
munity of La Courneuve and other works created by Laster.

OBA represents Laster’s unique creative process, bringing people of diverse backgrounds 
into contact with one another through a series of events. The results of these interactions 
are captured through a variety of mediums, which in turn become works of art that have 
a social impact.

Laster’s OBA project provides a frame work for how these young people of mixed nation-
alities work together and provides a purpose for their work.  The engaging relationships 
which have ensued as a result of OBA I, have already been extraordinary.  OBA has en-
gaged the collaboration of governments, politicians, media, universities and more.  The 
final works of art created through OBA will result in a fascinating story destined for the 
construction of a large-scale exhibition to be displayed in galleries throughout the world.
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Overview of OBA’s Projects

Main participants

1. Monte Laster and Association FACE
2. The Family of Poets/Musicians: A group of twelve aspiring poets, musicians, and visual
artists from Harlem, New York between the ages of 14 and 27
3. Abiodun Oyewole: Founding member of the group “The Last Poets” considered as the 
firsthip-hop group ever.
4. Mikal Amin Lee (a.k.a Hired Gun): Hip-hop musician and educator
5. Joanna Maclennan: Photographer
6. Isabelle Leroy-Jay Lemaistre: Curator of Sculpture at the Louvre Museum
7. Muriel Quancard: Producer

Other Contributors

Angelique Kidjo, African Singer
Jean Hebrail, Musician
Lolita Jackson, Jazz Singer  
Shon Chance Miller, Rapper
Noufou Ouédraogo, African Actor
Brent Edwards, African-American Scholar and Jazz Historian
Zuhirah Khaldun, Music Historian (Hip-hop Diaspora)

OBA Part I Project - (Completed Winter, 2010)
Our Better Angels

Eight rappers and two bloggers from La Courneuve spent two weeks in New York City and 
Washington D.C. as part of a special exchange programme organised by artist Monte 
Laster, the French/American Creative Exchange (FACE) and the Harlem Biennale. Top-
ics explored by these young men included contemporary art, the influences of American 
music: jazz & hip-hop, urban planning, the economic crisis, immigration and the Obama 
presidency. They also performed and recorded their own music and participated in vari-
ous workshops, collaborating with several non-profit organisations, schools and universities. 
This work led to a visit to the White House and a film created by the rappers entitled First 
Personal.
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OBA Part II Projects- (Fall 2010 to 2012)

The Family of Poets

Workshops/Performances from October 2010 to July 2011 –
Art residency in La Courneuve July, 2011

A group of young Harlem-based poets, musicians and video artists from African and 
Spanish descent will create together a series of poems and musical performances. The 
works will deal with African and African-American histories, and explore relationships. 
Workshops led by Abiodun Oyewole, Mikal Lee and Shawn Bolden will take place at the 
Thurgood Marshall Academy, one of Harlem’s main schools. This group of aspiring art-
ists will give a series of live public performances at The Shrine in Harlem and a larger per-
formance will be produced in February for Black History Month. In July, members of this 
group will travel to Paris where they will collaborate with the Louvre Museum and will be 
involved in various projects organised by FACE. The entire process will be documented in 
video and an anthology of poems will be published in French and English.

Urban Fairytales

Sister-school program from October 2010 to June 2011.

A sister school program will be implemented between the Joliot-Curie Elementary School 
of La Courneuve and the Thurgood Marshall Academy Lower School of Harlem. A col-
lection of urban fairytales will be created on video by young children in both schools and 
then shared over the internet between them. The Family of Poets will work with the rap-
pers of OBA I, Laster, and the children of Harlem. Stories and videos will be shared through 
a blog. The Family of Poets traveling from Harlem to La Courneuve will be the first physical 
link between the schools.

Abiodun Oyewole

Participation in the Workshops/Performances from October 2010 to June 2011
Art residency in La Courneuve: June, 2011

Abiodun Oyewole will oversee and critique the work of the Family of Poets in Harlem. Oye-
wole will also do an artist residency in La Courneuve where he will work in collaboration 
with Laster on a video about the urban atmosphere. He will contribute a text that will be 
juxtaposed with Laster’s images of the city. The residency will also be the opportunity for 
him to explore The Last Poets’ legacy and its impact on the local community as a para-
digm for the global influence of hip-hop.
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Joanna Maclennan

On-going art residency in La Courneuve
Art residency in New York: January 8-22, 2011 – October, 2011
Joanna Maclennan will create a photo documentary of Our Better Angels throughout its 
entire process. She will take portraits of all participants in their intimate surroundings.

Final Results of OBA
A visual art installation will present Laster’s creative process in action through the story of 
OBA. Although Laster’s process has been developed in several earlier works, OBA II ties his 
complex art form together in a complete story.  The exhibition will gather photographs, 
videos and text, and will serve as a site for performance and on-going workshops.  The 
documentation of events and interactions by the means of various media constructs a 
narrative. Works created by OBA II’s participants, artists and students will be displayed 
along Laster’s own works. OBA II is not only a story that highlights Laster’s process, but also 
a complex vehicle that has potential of a real impact on communities. The exhibition will 
be presented in New York (Harlem), Washington D.C. and Paris.

*Image: Joanna Maclennan, OBA I 2010
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Why Invest in OBA II?

Considerable publicity has developed around OBA I and Monte Laster.  The completion 
of exhibition pieces for OBA I are currently being produced, simultaneous to the execu-
tion of OBA II.  Momentum and support of the OBA project continues to grow.  Numerous 
media articles, radio segments and blogs have fueled further interest and public aware-
ness.  Key partnerships already exist with important collaborators, for example the Louvre 
Museum in Paris and the Thurgood Marshall Academy in Harlem.  OBA II is an important 
element to the OBA project  and has already obtained some government support grants 
for the completion of OBA II, but further funding is necessary to execute the main ele-
ments of the project.

What will your investment be used for?

All donations and contributions will go directly to the execution of the entire OBA project.  
This includes:

•Supplies
•Artist Residencies
•Administration Costs
•Concerts and publicity events
•Production Costs
•Exhibition Costs
•Travel

How To invest?
If you would like to make a donation or contribution to complete OBA II contact Associa-
tion Face at:

Association FACE 
Moulin Fayvon 
47 Bis, Avenue Roger Salengro 
La Courneuve, France 93120 
+33 (0)1 49 34 03 64 
+33 (0)6 64 75 54 84 
messageface@gmail.com 
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Biographies

Monte Laster 

Monte Laster was born in Fort Worth, Texas. He lives and works in La Courneuve. After fol-
lowing a religious training in Texas, he worked as a protestant missionary in France and 
Belgium from 1979 to 1981. He moves back to Paris in 1989 after working as a landscape 
artist in Dallas. He first exhibits in 1992 at Parson’s, The New School, New York, and the 
WICE Foundation in Paris. In 1994 Laster established his studio in Courneuve where he cre-
ated the not-for-profit organization FACE (French American Creative Exchange) in 2001. 
He produced “Abondance” a series of collaborations between visual artists, musicians, 
architects, landscape designers, filmmakers and photographers. Monte Laster’s artistic 
vision is based on a long-term engagement with the community of La Cité des 4000 (La 
Courneuve), perhaps the most socially stigmatized housing project in France. This commit-
ted approach to bring change through the implementation of creative models is reflect-
ed in the artist’s ongoing participatory practice. Laster organises interventions that take 
multiple forms (urban walks, concerts, poetry readings and think tanks) and systematically

engage the local population at different levels. Laster and FACE operates from Laster’s 
studio, the Fayvon Watermill at the heart of La Cité des 4000.

Abiodun Oyewole 

Abiodun Oyewole was born Charles Davis on February 25, 1948 in Cincinnati, Ohio. He 
lives and works in Harlem, new York. At the age of three, he moved to Queens, New 
York. He was greatly influenced by the jazz and gospel music they played and by poets 
like Langston Hughes. At fifteen, he attended a Yoruba Temple in Harlem. There, a Yo-
ruba priest performed a ceremony, giving him the name Abiodun Oyewole. Oyewole is 
a founding member of the American musical spieling group, The Last Poets. On May 19, 
1968, the anniversary of Malcolm X’s birthday, Oyewole and two other poets David Nel-
son and Gylan Kain read poetry in tribute to Malcolm X at a memorial for him, and the 
group was born. The group’s message, deeply rooted in Black Nationalism, quickly be-
came recognized within the African American community. The Last Poets is credited as 
having had a profound effect on the development of hip-hop music. In 1970, the Last Po-
ets were signed by jazz producer Alan Douglas and released their first album. This album 
includes their classic poem Niggers are Scared of Revolution. After being sentenced to 
four years in a North Carolina prison for larceny, Oyewole was forced to leave The Last Po-
ets. He served two and half years of his sentence and during that time attended a nearby 
college where he earned his B.A. degree. He went on to earn his Ph.D. from Columbia 
University in New York City, where he has served as a faculty member. Oyewole rejoined 
The Last Poets, during its 1990s resurgence. Oyewole continues to tour various venues giv-
ing lectures on poetry and politics.
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Mikal Amin Lee (a.k.a Hired Gun) 

Mikal Amin Lee is a hip hop artist and educator who currently serves as the Program Di-
rector of Urban Word NYC; a non profit organization, dedicated to youth literacy and de-
velopment through the art of poetry. A Brooklyn resident he co founded several hip hop 
collectives, including Say Word Entertainment, Fresh Roots Music, and ESP. He recently 
released the album Skillz To Take Brazil, the result of an international collaboration of artists 
from New York, Brazil and France, coming together to express the spirit of Hip Hop, broth-
erhood and community. As an educator and cultural critic Mikal has lectured at Fordham 
University, Marist College, The U.S. Institute of Peace and Centenary College on

issues of the global Hip Hop and African Diaspora, social justice, and gentrification. His ar-
tistic contributions have led him to tour South America and Europe extensively and been 
recognized by various publications including URB Magazine as one of the 100 next up and 
coming artists of 2009 (alongside Drake, Asher Roth and Sky Zoo).

Joanna Maclennan 

Joanna Maclennan was born 1974 in Sussex, England. She lives and works in the South of 
France. Maclennan worked as the assistant of Peter Woloszynski a world renowned interior 
photographer. Her Interiors and Gardens photographs have been published in numer-
ous magazines. Maclennan photographs abandoned places forgotten by time, elderly 
people, their universe and their memories. Maclennan has been developing with FACE a 
series of intimate portraits of inhabitants of La Courneuve. She uses only natural light, work-
ing with  film using a Hasselblad camera.

Muriel Quancard 

Muriel Quancard possesses an extensive experience in the art world. She served as Direc-
tor of Yvon Lambert Gallery and Manager of Casey Kaplan Gallery in New York. Before 
coming to New York, she was in charge of communications for a consortium of success-
ful Parisian galleries, representing a total of eighty cutting-edge artists. While pursuing her 
graduate studies in Art Theory in France, Muriel founded Plastik, a not-for-profit organiza-
tion that generated several large-scale exhibitions. In these capacities she developed a 
reputation for her ability to produce exhibitions and site-specific artworks with such artists 
as Carlos Amorales, Liam Gillick, Douglas Gordon, Carsten Holler, Simon Starling and Law-
rence Weiner. Muriel has developed relationships with numerous artists, institutions, art 
theorists, curators, and collectors worldwide. In 2006, Muriel founded Quancard Contem-
porary Art, a service dedicated to helping artists and art organizations in the production 
of complex artworks. In 2007, she launched OPUS Travels an educational travel service 
entirely dedicated to exploring the worlds of contemporary art, design, and architecture. 
Quancard is a Founding Member of the Harlem Biennale.



11

Harlem Biennale (HB) 

The Harlem Biennale is a non-profit arts organization founded by artist Edward Hillel. HB 
combines a focus on Harlem and Upper Manhattan with community-engaged artistic 
practices. HB brings together artists, curators, educators and the public from Harlem, New 
York and around the world, to connect with Harlem’s history, geography and diverse 
communities through innovative multidisciplinary explorations in contemporary art. HB’s 
unique model offers an ongoing program of events, exhibitions, performances, artist resi-
dencies and art education culminating in the bi-annual event. The first edition HB2012 will 
be on view to the public from May 3rd to July 1st, 2012.

*Image: Joanna Maclennan, OBA I 2010
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Partners
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De notre correspondante à Washington

Ils disent en avoir «pris plein les yeux» au cours des deux semaines qu'ils viennent de passer entre New 
York et Washington, à la découverte de l'Amérique. Quitter l'univers «des barres» de la cité des 4 000 à La 
Courneuve pour faire la traversée de l'Atlantique a été «un choc» enthousiasmant. Eux, ce sont huit jeunes 
rappeurs français de la banlieue parisienne âgés de 16 à 21 ans, accompagnés de deux élèves «blogueurs» 
du Bondy Blog, qui ont été sélectionnés par l'association «Face» pour un programme artistique d'échanges 
organisé dans le cadre de la Biennale de Harlem.

L'idée centrale était de provoquer chez ces jeunes élèves d'une banlieue française défavorisée des «con-
nexions inattendues avec d'autres mondes», en les confrontant à des questions aussi variées que la musique, 
l'urbanisme, la politique, pour «développer les formidables énergies qui sont en eux», explique l'artiste 
franco-américain Monte Laster, président de Face, et installé depuis sept ans à La Courneuve.

Le soutien apporté au projet par l'ambassade des États-Unis, qui a financé partiellement le voyage en Améri-
que, s'inscrit dans le cadre de la politique de dialogue actif mené depuis des années par l'Administration 
américaine avec les minorités musulmanes européennes. Jusqu'ici, ce dialogue semblait surtout s'orienter 
vers les élites, massivement ciblées par les programmes «Jeunes espoirs» du département d'État.

«Une autre vision du pays » 
Avec ces huit jeunes rappeurs, tous musulmans et presque tous originaires des Comores, l'ambassade améri-
caine semble vouloir ratisser plus large. À entendre les huit heureux élus, c'est plutôt réussi. «On repart avec 
une autre vision du pays. C'est une chose de voir les États-Unis à la télévision et une autre de venir respirer 
le pays, son énergie, son mouvement. Tout est hip-hop ici», dit Banisadre Humblot, 21 ans. «C'est vrai qu'il 
y a un antiaméricanisme dans les banlieues, parfois une haine, mais c'est dû à une ignorance !» renchérit 
Ihab Djae, 17 ans…

Mardi soir, ils ont chanté dans une librairie branchée de DC après avoir visité la Maison-Blanche. La veille, 
ils avaient «rappé» à l'occasion de la remise de la médaille de la francophonie au général Jim Jones, con-
seiller à la sécurité d'Obama. Le président américain représente pour eux «un espoir». Une «victoire morale» 
qui montre que «les Noirs ne sont pas inférieurs», dit Banisadre.

À Harlem, tous disent avoir eu l'impression de rencontrer «leurs ancêtres», parce que Big Apple est le cœur 
de la culture hip-hop qui a inspiré le rap français. Leur rencontre avec le poète Abiodun Oyewole, ex-activ-
iste des droits civiques, proche des Black Panthers, les a inspirés, car cela les encourage à «se battre avec 
leur parole». Ils ont aussi remarqué qu'ici «le voile n'est pas un problème». «Il y a plus de liberté, tout le 
monde a sa chance», dit Bany.

On se dit en les écoutant que ce séjour américain en fait des bons ambassadeurs de l'Amérique. Mais on se 
demande si ces jeunes ont le background suffisant pour ne pas être tentés de calquer «les avancées améric-
aines» sur une situation française bien différente. Ihab, 17 ans, se dit toutefois conscient des imperfections 
du modèle américain, libre mais sans filet social. «Elle n'est pas si mal notre France. Si on ne copie pas bête-
ment, on pourra peut-être réaliser nos rêves.»

De jeunes rappeurs français «ambassadeurs» des USA
Mots clés : Rap, Échanges Culturels, ETATS-UNIS, FACE
Par Laure Mandeville

04/03/2010  | Mise à jour : 11:55  Réagir  
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Les rappeurs de La Courneuve à la Maison-Blanche
Ils ont visité New York, se sont produits devant des ambassadeurs et ont été reçus hier à la Maison-Blanche. 
Les huit jeunes de LaCourneuve achèvent demain leur périple américain.

03.03.2010

Jusqu'au dernier moment, les autorités américaines ont maintenu le suspense. Et puis hier à 9 heures (15 
heures en France), les portes de la Maison-Blanche se sont ouvertes. Les huit jeunes de La Courneuve et 
leurs cinq accompagnateurs — dont deux apprentis journalistes du Bondy Blog * — ont visité pendant plus 
d'une heure le monument le plus sécurisé des Etats-Unis, guidés par un membre des services secrets. Ont-ils 
pu rencontrer Barack Obama ou l'un de ses proches? « Il n'y avait finalement pas de rencontre officielle au 
programme, explique Monte Laster, l'artiste texan de La Courneuve à l'initiative de ce périple de douze jours 
outre-Atlantique. Nous avons seulement vu l'hélicoptère du président atterrir. Mais c'était déjà un privilège 
d'entrer à la Maison-Blanche. Ils reçoivent un million de demandes par semaine! » L'ambassadeur de France 
aux Etats-Unis, qui a facilité cette visite, leur a réservé d'autres belles surprises à Washington. Avant de les 
recevoir chez lui hier soir, Pierre Vimont avait organisé la veille dans un palace une soirée de gala avec un 
conseiller d'Obama et plus d'une quarantaine d'ambassadeurs. Les rappeurs de Seine-Saint-Denis leur ont 
présenté sur scène trois chansons, dont un hommage aux victimes du crash aérien aux Comores. « Avec un 
succès certain », note Monte Laster. Du haut de ses 16 ans, Houssam, le danseur de la troupe, n'était pas 
plus impressionné que ça. « On a fait ce qu'on sait faire », dit-il. Il faut dire que l'adolescent avait déjà donné 
deux concerts depuis son atterrissage à New York, le 20 février, et rencontré un des créateurs du hip-hop, 
Abiodun Oyewole, du mythique groupe The Last Poets. « On a même passé l'après-midi dans son salon, 
s'enthousiasme Houssam. C'était passionnant. » Pendant leur semaine à New York, entre une rencontre avec 
des lycéens du Bronx et une balade à Manhattan, les as du micro ont eu aussi la chance d'enregistrer un titre 
dans un studio renommé de Brooklyn et de présenter le film qu'ils ont tourné à La Courneuve dans une école 
d'architecture. « Nous avons appris énormément sur les Américains, avoue Houssam. Et nous leur avons 
parlé de notre vie en France, loin des clichés. Mais c'est l'arrivée dans Times Square qui est gravée dans ma 
tête. Whaou, c'était quelque chose! » Pour Monte Laster, le moment inoubliable du voyage reste Ground 
Zero. « Nous étions accompagnés au mémorial du 11 Septembre par une rescapée des deux attentats des 
tours jumelles, en 1993 et 2001, raconte l'artiste. Pendant son récit, je regardais les gamins. Ils étaient tous 
très émus. »   * Vous pouvez suivre le récit des aventures de Mehdi Meklat et Badroudine Said Abdallah sur 
le site : http://yahoo.bondyblog.fr.
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De La Courneuve à la Maison-Blanche
Huit jeunes des 4 000 s'envolent aujourd'hui pour les Etats-Unis, avec l'artiste texan Monte Laster. Ils vont 
tourner un film et peut-être rencontrer Barack Obama.

20.02.2010

«Y es, he can ! » Après avoir fait chanter un chœur baroque vénitien et des rap- peurs au pied des tours du 9-3, 
il rêvait d'emmener des jeunes des 4 000 dans son pays, de leur montrer Harlem, Ground Zero, les racines du 
rap, la Maison- Blanche… Et Monte Laster l'a fait. L'artiste texan de La Courneuve s'envole aujourd'hui avec 
sept rappeurs et un danseur pour New York et Washington, où ils vont séjourner jusqu'au 3 mars. « L'idée est ap-
parue il y a un an, raconte Monte Laster. Je pars assez souvent à New York pour mon travail et, après l'élection 
d'Obama, un groupe de jeunes avec lesquels je mène des actions dans la ville m'a suggéré d'organiser un voy-
age aux Etats-Unis. Maintenant qu'Obama est élu, ils avaient envie d'y aller. J'ai fait des demandes de mécénat 
et de subventions partout, et après pas mal d' incertitudes la Drac (NDLR : Direction régionale des affaires 
culturelles) et l'ambassade des Etats-Unis nous ont suivis. » Le projet Nos anges les meilleurs —nom choisi en 
référence à un discours du président des Etats-Unis— est bien plus qu'un voyage. Depuis septembre dernier, 
les huit jeunes réalisent un film d'une demi-heure sur leur vision de la cité, baptisé « From Inside out » (« de 
l'intérieur vers l'extérieur »). Pour le nourrir, ils ont appris à manier une caméra, rencontré des photographes, 
urbanistes et architectes, le paysagiste Gilles Clément, un poète, et ontmené eux mêmes des ateliers de slamavec 
des enfants de la barre Balzac, promise à la destruction. « C'est énorme ce qui nous arrive, avoue Ihab, alias B-
Ghetto, 18 ans, lycéen et rappeur. Nous allons rencontrer là-bas un des créateurs du rap, membre des Last Poets, 
faire plusieurs concerts, enregistrer dans un studio, faire un clip, tourner un documentaire. Nous avons rencontré 
le manager de Kool Shen, qui nous a dit qu'on avait beaucoup de chance à notre âge, que cela changerait beau-
coup de choses dans notre vie. On ne réalise pas encore. On va essayer de s'enrichir là-bas et à notre retour faire 
partager notre voyage à ceux qui n'ont pas pu partir. » Le groupe, qui sera accompagné par une photographe et 
un vidéaste, séjournera huit jours à New York, où il devrait être rejoint par la réalisatrice Yamina Benguigui lors 
d'une projection de son documentaire, « 9-3,Mémoire d'un territoire », à l'Institut français, puis quatre jours à 
Washington. Avec passage obligé par la Maison-Blanche. « Une rencontre est réservée là-bas, explique Monte 
Laster. L'ambassade de France pousse pour qu'on rencontre Barack Obama, mais rien n'est fait. Ce serait for-
midable, bien sûr. Mais le plus important, dans cette quête vers quelque chose d'un peu fou, ce n'est pas tant de 
l'atteindre que le parcours qu'on fait pour l'atteindre. »
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