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How to photograph four Ugandan presidents and live to tell the
tale
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Ebishushani II and Ebishushani III is a celebration of two exceptional photographers, Musa Katuramu and Elly
Rwakoma.

The former passed on at the dawn of President Museveni’s rule, the latter is still snapping away, mostly for fun,
though. The pictures are from the two men’s archives spread through a period of more than 70 years; through the
lens, they present Uganda’s social, political, sports, wildlife and other spheres.

Katuramu died in August 1986 and his son, Jerry Bagonza, shared much of his story. Katuramu was a carpenter,
a constructor and educator, but to many Ugandans, he is remembered for his photography from the 1930s, 40s,
and 50s.

While preparing for the exhibition and compiling a story about the photographer into a book, Ebishushani II:
People, Poses, Places, Andrea Stultiens, writer and designer of the books, had to visit some of the places that
inspired the pictures. She notes that the two photographers have a strong message of Ugandans trying to
photograph Ugandans and thus telling the story the way it is meant to be told.

Rwakoma, on the other hand, was present at the exhibition held at Makerere University art gallery; his
compilation, Ebishushani III: All The Tricks, is a political and family journey. Rwakoma is probably the only
Ugandan photojournalist to work with four presidents and five regimes.

He was a presidential photographer for Milton Obote’s two regimes, for Idi Amin, Godfrey Binaisa and briefly for
Yoweri Museveni. Many of these presidents referred to him as ‘son’, and much as regimes would change brutally;
he was one of the constant figures once the dust settled. He has been taking pictures since he was fifteen when
his brother gave him a pinhole camera.

He narrates his ordeal of looking for a person to teach him how to use it.

“I went from Kabira to Kitagata where there was a photographer called Yahaya. He was Ugandan and the only
photographer in the area; it was about ten miles…,” he says in the book.

Towards the fall of Amin’s government, Rwakoma found himself in trouble after a photo he took of the president
swimming ended up in Newsweek magazine with the caption, “Is Amin swimming or sinking?”

Knowing the turbulent times and possible repercussions for that innocent picture, Rwakoma did not wait for a
bullet; he exiled himself to Kenya, returning after Amin’s government fell at the end of the 1970s.

The biggest thing to appreciate about the two photographers is their desire to tell stories using a snapshot and in
the most modest way; they used pinpoint cameras which would take photographers of today weeks to grasp how
to use them, yet they always made that one shot count.

“Photographers today have life simplified, they can take pictures, delete, until they pick out a perfect shot,”
Rwakoma says.

Almost in the same boat, Joseph Maleria Mwasa, Rwakoma’s assistant throughout the years, notes that today
photos are easier to make and are even richer with colour. Unlike Katuramu, Rwakoma has trained his children
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and at least, they all know how to use the camera; Eric Rwakoma, currently in charge of the archives, is a trained
photographer who merges skills of analogue photography with digital.

“Analogue teaches you to think before taking a shot, you need to make sure the light and everything is stable,”
says Eric.

Cynthia Rwakoma also agrees it is now easy for anyone to take a good picture, unlike her father’s time where
one needed passion, skill and love for the trade. 
The exhibition goes on till 6 June.
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