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Art and Architecture: 
Essential drivers of inclusive 
and sustainable urban 
development

José Manuel Barroso 
President of the European Commission

The Africa-European Union strategic partnership goes beyond politics, diplomacy and eco-
nomic ties. It is a platform through which the European Union is reaching out to citizens at 
large. Culture is one of the particular priorities of the Africa-EU partnership. It is not just an 
essential element that enriches and enlightens us as such, but also a key driver of democracy, 
governance and human rights, values which we share and aim to reinforce.

Visionary Africa: Art at Work was an important instrument of this cultural partnership. Sup-
ported by the European Commission, an open exhibition traveled through the public spaces 
of African capitals. This laudable project thus engaged directly with local communities and 
policy makers. It encouraged reflection on the critical role of artists in civil society, and the re-
sponsibility of architects and urban planners in creating and safeguarding culture-based urban 
spaces for their citizens. More specifically, Art at Work, in its latest focus (art § architecture), 
highlighted the new nature of urban planning challenges faced by African capitals.

Africa’s unprecedented urban growth and the rise of its colourful metropolises directly im-
pacts on the continent’s path of social and economic development and its sustainability. The 
European Commission is already working on those challenges, together with its partners in 
Africa. We also salute the leadership of UN habitat for mobilizing resources in this field, and 
for focusing in particular on youth and gender opportunities in urban development. We also 
welcome the many creative initiatives of cities, communities, architects, and art centres who, 
alongside national efforts advocate for a strong culture-based vision in urban planning, engi-
neering and the provision of basic services, for all of which Art at Work has been an incubator. 
This local creativity is key for solving the issues we face.

All these initiatives show that culture reaches across disciplines and borders. Culture, and in 
particular art and architecture, will remain key tools as we seek a better, inclusive and sustain-
able future together with our African partners and friends.

FOREWORD

Deux garçons dans un café,
Jean Depara (Angola), ca 1965
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Art at Work
and Social design

Paul Dujardin
Director General, Centre for Fine Arts, Brussels (BOZAR)

Simon Njami
Independent curator, Paris

INTRODUCTION

Zineb Sedira (Algeria), Two lovers, 2008.
© Zineb Sedira, courtesy Galerie Kamel Mennour

For a number of years now, culture has been recognized as an essential part of any development 
policy. The 2009 Declaration of Brussels1, in particular has greatly enhanced this argument. 
It inspired our 2010 multidisciplinary platform Visionary Africa2, which proposed a new 
independent and contemporary vision of African art at the Centre for Fine Arts of Brussels 
(BOZAR), in the form of a pan-African celebration of the 50 years of independences of 20 
African nations that year. 

From Visionary Africa, Brussels to Art at Work, Africa 

For the Visionary Africa festival, BOZAR involved eight African contemporary art centres, 
giving them carte blanche to propose contemporary art exhibitions in dialogue with the 
ethnographic collections of the Royal Museum for Central Africa. The GEOgraphics 
exhibition was the result, curated by David Adjaye, Anne Marie Bouttiaux, Koyo Kouoh, and 
Nicola Setari. Simon Njami, on his end, curated A Useful Dream, an exhibition celebrating 
50 years of photography on the continent.

1 The Declaration of Brussels emanates from the international colloquium ‘Culture and creativity: Factors of 
development’, organized in 2009 under the Belgian presidency of the Council of the European Union.

2 These eight art centres and their curators were: Marilyn Douala Bell et Didier Schaub, Doual’art; Yacouba 
Konaté, la Rotonde des Arts; Abdellah Karroum, l’Appartement 22; Koyo Kouoh, Raw Material Company; 
Patrick Mudekereza, Picha; Moataz Nasr, Darb 1718; Jimmy Ogonga, CCAEA,;Bisi Silva, CCA, Lagos.
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The Afro, by Mansour Ciss, was one of the contemporary art works included in the exhibitions. 
It illustrates the transformative power of contemporary art, and understandingly caught the 
attention of numerous visitors.

Artist Mansour Ciss (Senegal) explains: ‘I conceived the Afro, an art project for a single, pan-
African currency, in opposition to the colonial Franc, the CFA. We bring samples of the Afro 
to every one of our performances. The Afro travels with me a bit everywhere, and I want to 
stress that it is my conviction that the unit of currency can become an important element in the 
economic stabilization of the African continent. This is why I am always drawing the attention 
of politicians to the pertinence of this project. I think, I am convinced, that this is one very real 
way to seal Africa’s unity’.

 ‘I like the utopian flavour of some of the things I’ve seen here. My favourite room is the 
one with the Unit of currency, the Afro. To me, that’s what art should be about: it should be 
suggesting visionary ideas’.
— Adam Hochschild, author

‘The artist has to confront Africa’s many difficulties, its darkness, but he must also be the 
bearer of hope. The image of a single African currency, the bills bearing the faces of Africa’s 
great leaders, like Sankara or Mandela, is a beautiful hope. Desperate, maybe, but a beautiful 
hope nonetheless’.
— Denis Hirson, author

‘I was struck by the way Mansour Ciss revisits the great figures of recent African history, like 
Lumumba, Sankara, Cheik A. Diop ... I think that showcasing these figures, like medallions, 
icons, for the younger generation is very interesting, both pedagogically and artistically’.
— Abdourahman A. Waberi, author

 The Afro, by Mansour Ciss, included in 
GEOgraphics, BOZAR, 2010.

Jodi Bieber (South Africa), One, Two, Three 
and... The Ennerdale Academy of Dance, south 
of Johannesburg, 1997. © Jodi Bieber, courtesy 
Goodman Gallery shown in the exhibition ‘A Useful 
Dream’ during the Visionary Africa festival.
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At a roundtable discussion held at BOZAR with the participating art centres, the project’s return 
to Africa was addressed. This discussion laid the ground for the later Art at Work: A traveling 
urban platform project, made possible with the support of the European Commission. Here are 
a few of the important statements heard.

Patrick Mudekereza, writer and curator, director of Picha, Lubumbashi: ‘Two challenges were 
met here at BOZAR, which ought to both be followed- up: a platform for African encounters, 
which is rare; and bringing Africa to BOZAR, an international cultural space. A traveling 
exhibition program can involve each art centre welcoming artworks from the others, and not 
only as an opportunity for art openings, but also as an opportunity for reflection.”

Yacouba Konate, writer and historian: ‘An exhibition in Brussels is good, but it is more 
interesting to make artists known in Africa, and foster intra-regional connections. This diverse 
African platform offered by the BOZAR project was the interesting aspect. Small, intra-
regional programs, without stress, are needed’.

Koyo Kouoh, curator and writer, director of Raw Material Company, Dakar: ‘Geo-GRAPHICS 
was an institutional critique against the unchanged arts doctrines of national governments, the 
European Union, and African Union. It is important to go beyond borders and work outside the 
framework to innovate. So beyond making the BOZAR exhibit travel (which can only happen 
with international collaboration), what art centres need is infrastructure, and institutional 
development. We must rely on existing expertise, and beware of miracle expectations of more 
roundtables’.



12

An urban experiment

For the project’s itinerant form, architect David Adjaye and curator Simon Njami developed the 
idea of a mobile pavilion giving immediate access to the cultural production of the continent 
and of the host country. This structure, conceived as a reflection on access to cultural goods, 
was the starting point and concrete implementation of this idea. It is a matrix of collaboration 
between institutions, cultural actors, and local authorities. It engages audiences in the large 
definition of the term, i.e. the civil society, to rethink its environment, its communities, and 
its cultural practices. It is an invitation to build the future, not in an abstract and disengaged 
manner, but in the heart of the city, among and with citizens.

Art at Work was designed as a space at once material and symbolic in which, over the course 
of several installations in public spaces of African capitals, society’s stakeholders would be 
invited to debate questions which do not only touch on creativity, but also on the organization 
of the city. More than an exhibition device, it was an urban exercise involving local artistic 
creation as a vector of transformation and social cohesion. And in this regard, it demonstrated 
concretely how culture contributes to sustainable development, by being closely associated 
with its three pillars – social, economic and environmental.

The project was officially launched in Tripoli at the 3rd EU-Africa Summit, and then proceeded 
on a 6-city tour (see map). In each city, an Art at Work pavilion was built and installed in a 
public space, where locals could see exhibited art works without going through the usual hoops 
and barriers of the museum apparatus. The content of the pavilion included a Pan-African 
selection of photography from the 1960s onward (from Simon Njami’s 2010 exhibit ‘A Useful 
Dream’); ‘Urban Africa’ a photo documentary survey of the architectures of all 52 African 

Art at Work sample exhibit at the 3rd EU-Africa Sum-
mit in Tripoli in November 2010, where the project 
Art at Work was announced.
Photo Nicola Setari
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Drawing of the Art at Work pavilion
©Adjaye Associates

capitals by David Adjaye3; and photography works presented by a local curator, which directly 
related to the cultural production and history of the host country. An accompanying program 
of workshops and artist residencies enhanced the dialogue between artists during the pavilion 
exhibits. The one-day workshops, moderated by curator Simon Njami and the director of the 
local partner art centre for each city, addressed issues of structures, audiences and education for 
art specific to the country. Guest artists worked together with local artists on an artistic project 
which was then donated to the host organization at the end of the residency.  

After close to two years of itinerance (see map) and workshops held in Ouagadougou, Addis 
Ababa, Cairo, Harare and Kampala, we can draw two conclusions about artistic production 
and distribution in Africa. The first one is the critical need for dialogue, to sit around a table 
and exchange on problems, which may seem trivial to policy makers. The second one is the 
importance to pose the fundamental question at the heart of any cultural project: whom are we 
addressing and how do we reach this target audience? Many events about Africa happen in 
Europe without any return to the continent, depriving Africans of opportunities to discuss their 
own contemporary art practices on their territory. Furthermore, educational structures (schools, 
museums, etc.) and cultural policies often have other priorities, leading contemporary art into 
a conceptual and material dead end. The idea of transposing models conceived in another 
time and other places has proved its limits. One of the essential qualities of this project was 
therefore that it confirmed the existence of a common base of African specificity (whether 
north or south of the Sahara, and whether in contemporary art or social design areas) and 
that the expectations of all participants involved in this project echo each other. From the art 
consumption standpoint, the project demonstrated a thirst and appreciation for art in public 
spaces, and for its accessibility.

Amongst the many questions stirring the world, one of the most crucial ones is that of better 
living together, a matter which German philosopher Ernst Bloch has labeled ‘the absolute 
question, the issue of the We’. What is culture’s contribution to this debate? How can culture 
foster sustainable inclusiveness in today’s challenging urban environments? It is our opinion 
that artists and architects, through their commitment to and investment in art and spaces for the 
common good in cities, contribute significantly to these questions.

3 About Urban Africa: ‘An epic act of homage to a continent - Observer Newspaper - One of the leading 
architects of his generation, David Adjaye, has stepped out of his regular line of work to photograph and 
document key cities in Africa as part of an ongoing project to study new patterns of urbanism. Often regard-
ed as a continent defined by underdevelopment, poverty, war and tourism, through this exhibition, Adjaye 
presents Africa in a different light, examining the buildings and places which have a special resonance with 
his preoccupations as an architect’. See page 92.

David Adjaye
David Adjaye (Ghana) is the Principal 
of Adjaye Associates, London. Adjaye 
is now recognized as one of the leading 
architects of his generation. He formed 
a partnership in 1994 and quickly 
developed a reputation as an architect 
with an artist’s sensibility and vision. 
His ingenious use of materials, bespoke 
design and ability to sculpt and showcase 
light have engendered high regard from 
both the architectural community and the 
wider public. Recent works include the 
Museum of Contemporary Art in Denver, 
two community libraries in Washington 
DC, and Skolkovo Moscow School 
of Management. Adjaye is currently 
designing the National Museum of African 
American History and Culture, part of the 
Smithsonian Institution, in Washington 
DC. His design features a crown motif 
from Yoruba sculpture. Adjaye curated the 
GEOgraphics exhibition for the Visionary 
Africa festival at BOZAR in 2010, and 
conceived the pavilion for its traveling 
extension Art at Work. According to David 
Adjaye, “architecture must make the world 
a better place.” The way it influences and 
shapes daily life is at the centre of his 
thinking and his work. He also attaches 
great importance to the public and cultural 
character of architecture. His design of 
arts centres and large public buildings, 
bear witness to the interest he shows in 
the needs of the community as well as the 
integration of architecture into the existing 
local environment. 
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The itinerance of Art at Work

February 18 – March 9 2011
OUAGADOUGOU  – Place de la Nation 
Exhibitions ‘A Useful Dream’ & ‘Urban Africa’ 
Curated by Simon Njami and David Adjaye 
Artist in residence: Theo Eshetu (Ethiopia)

January 25 – February 15, 2012 
ADDIS ABABA  – African Union 
Local Exhibition ‘Face2Face’
Curated by The atelier (Leo Lefort) 
Artist in residence: Bili Bidjocka (Cameroon)

February 15 – March 8, 2012
CAIRO  – Al Azhar Park  
Local Exhibition ‘Revolution at Work’ 
Curated by DARB 1718 (Moataz Nasr) 
Artist in residence: Tracey Rose (S. Africa)

May 24 – July 2, 2012 
HARARE  – National Gallery of Zimbabwe Gardens 
Local exhibition ‘Images of Zimbabwe are our 
narratives’ 
Curated by National Gallery of Zimbabwe (Raphael 
Chikukwa)

July 12 – 30, 2012
BUJUMBURA – Palace of Arts and Culture 
Exhibition ‘A Useful Dream’ 
Curated by Simon Njami

September 18 – October 16, 2012
KAMPALA – Railway Station Gardens 
Local Exhibition ‘Routes and Traces’ 
Curated by Makerere art Gallery
(Katrin Peters-Klaphake § Margaret Nagawa) 
Artist in residence: Freddy Tsimba (DRC) 
Regional conference: ‘How art and architecture can 
make city development inclusive and sustainable’ 
with keynote address by David Adjaye

April 15 – 19, 2013
NAIROBI   – 24th UN Habitat Governing Council 
Meeting 
Side conference and exhibit ‘Art &Architecture at 
work in urban Africa’
With Joy Mboya, GoDown Arts Centre, and Heinrich 
Wolff, Wolff Architects

‘Not every show merits a standing ovation, but 
the display of historic photographs of Africa at 
the precise moment in the 1950s and 1960s when 
African spirits were high and aspirations were on the 
ascendant’. ‘African artists are called upon to play 
their role to the full’.
Gamal Nkrumah, Al Ahram Weekly,
Cairo, March 2012.

• Cairo

• Ouagadougou

• Harare

• Nairobi

• Kampala

• Bujumbura

• Addis-Ababa
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Social design

Visionary Urban Africa proposes a reflection on ‘social design’, a concept referring above 
all to the human being, to the organization of public space and the way we live together, to 
the notion of urbanity. A field adding aesthetical and cultural function to a space’s utilitarian 
function, making living in a society easier. It concerns itself with the masses and the people 
wherein uniqueness can only be achieved through more global and more philosophical ways, as 
French philosopher Jacques Rancière states in his definition of the distribution of the sensible: 
‘The way we organize our perception of the world within a given space, we relate a sensible 
experience to intelligible ways of interpretation4.’ Social design challenges all local actors – 
architects, urban planners, artists, historians, sociologists, authorities, cultural managers, and 
citizens – and shapes the administration of the city. 

Public art and public buildings in public spaces are key elements of social design. Public space 
is a privileged area where citizens can interact towards an efficiency that fluidifies mutual 
relations and optimizes the tools the state puts at the citizens’ disposal. The public domain is 
the space that structures communities, and in Africa it is shaped very differently in the city from 
the countryside. Whereas African rural areas are arranged organically, with social mechanisms 
constructed by ordinary people, it is the political powers that structure the cities, those strategic 
places from which the entire country is organized. Yet the ‘ancestral’ organization can transfer 
from rural to urban sites, providing African cities with an element that external onlookers may 
qualify as chaotic. Such a conclusion would negate the reality of a subtle human canvas where 
all things are intertwined. There is no ‘centered causal logic’ in Africa, but rather a series of 
micro-logics, which, brought together, form the social fabric. Markets, neighborhoods, and 
courtyards therefore become the places where a specific aesthetic is created, expressed not 
in monuments or concrete instruments, but in the primary immateriality that has always been 
Africa’s secret, and according to the logic of a complex architecture that pervades African 
society in a very subtle and sophisticated manner. 

As citizens, artists and architects play a key role in investing public urban spaces. Artists depict 
and question the people’s moods in a personal manner and without mediation, and architects 
interpret imagined and necessary places for living together. Public art has stemmed from such 
an acknowledgment of the artist’s role in society, stemming from an evolution that is not 
necessarily linked to vital needs, but rather is the result of an intellectual process. As Jacques 
Rancière states: ‘some wish that art should commemorate the horrors of the century in an 
indelible form. Others want it to help today’s men to understand each other within the diversity 
of their cultures. Others again explain that art today produces – or must produce – not so much 
works for art lovers but new forms of social relations for all’. But ‘the artist’, says Rancière, ‘is 
a citizen like any other and his role in society does not go beyond that of a smith or a dentist, 
each of them having their part to play, each one in his own domain’. Public architecture puts 
similar expectations on the architect. ‘Communities need empowering buildings’ says architect 
David Adjaye. ‘The primary act of public architecture is to create spaces that are socially 
edifying and socially liberating – using design excellence as a social force that makes good’.

This is why social design should not be a state or individual project, but a collective and 
participatory one, served well by artists and architects, supported by many other disciplines. 
And it is this very focus of the Art at Work project, which caught the attention of UN Habitat, 
itself increasingly interested in the crucial role of culture in the sustainability of cities. BOZAR, 
UN Habitat and the European Commission have since collaborated to advocate this message 
together at an official event at European Development Days in November 2013 and an event 
related to the 4th EU-Africa Summit in Brussels in April 2014.

4  Jacques Rancière, Et tant pis pour les gens fatigués, entretiens. Paris: editions Amsterdam, 2009.

Simon Njami
Simon Njami (Cameroon/France) is a 
Paris-based independent curator, lecturer 
and art critic. Njami was the co-founder 
and editor-in-chief of Revue Noire, a 
journal of contemporary African and extra-
occidental art. He has served as artistic 
director of the Bamako photography 
biennale from 2001-2008, and he co-
curated the first African pavilion at the 
52nd Venice Biennale in 2007. Njami 
has curated numerous exhibitions of 
African art and photography, including 
Africa Remix (2004/2007) and the first 
African Art Fair, held in Johannesburg 
in 2008. Njami serves as adviser of 
the Sindika Dokolo Collection. Njami 
is the author of several publications, 
including a biography on Leopold Sédar 
Senghor and two monographic books on 
African photographers, Samuel Fosso 
and Zwelethu Mthethwa, published 
by La Fabrica/Revue Noire. Njami 
curated the Visionary Africa exhibit A 
Useful Dream at BOZAR in 2010, and 
the subsequent traveling version Art at 
Work: Une plateforme itinérante pour 
l’Afrique. In each African city this project 
traveled to, Njami led workshops with 
Africa-based contemporary artists on 
the theme of audiences and spaces for 
art. One of his principal struggles is to 
make contemporary African artists visible 
throughout the world and above all, on the 
African continent.
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ART AT WORK 
AND OTHER  
URBAN
INITIATIVES

Since independences, African artists, particularly photographers, have documented urban life 
on the Continent, from daily pleasures and struggles, to critical urban, political and environ-
mental issues affecting city life. New aesthetics have emerged, as well as a conscious will by 
artists to engage in urban development. The growth of contemporary art centres and art bien-
nials in the last 20 years all over the Continent, and their urban programs, attest to this thirst 
for expression and commitment to the city. A new young generation of African architects 
is equally socially, culturally and environmentally conscious, placing priority on Africa-rele-
vant resources, design, employment, and sustainability. They offer new approaches to urban 
planning and development, in tune with urban cultures and environmental issues.

Visionary Urban Africa presents here a number of exemplary inclusive initiatives by various 
actors on the continent. They are contemporary artists, architects, art centres, networks, who 
have collaborated with BOZAR on Visionary Africa and/or Art at Work, participated in our 
derived side events at the 24th Governing Council Meeting in Nairobi1 and European Devel-
opment Days2 in 2013, or were made known to us by ArchiAfrika. All of them work towards 
the ‘We’ and dream of a better city life, based on local assets. BOZAR salutes their work.

1  On April 15-19, 2013, the European Commission and BOZAR presented a side event and exhibition entitled 
Art & Architecture at Work: Best practices in inclusive and sustainable urban development, at the 24th UN 
Habitat Governing Council Meeting in Nairobi.

2  The value of culture and creativity in urban development, presented by BOZAR, UN Habitat and the Euro-
pean Commission on November 26, 2013, was one of three special events of the eighth edition of the Europe-
an Development Days, and the only one addressing the role of culture and cities in sustainable development.

Nontsikelelo Veleko (South Africa), Cindy and Nkuli,
Johannsborg, 2003-2006. @ Nontsikelelo Veleko
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OUAGADOUGOU

Around FESPACO:
Spectatorship

Theo Eshetu
Artist, Ethiopia/UK

Theo Eshetu (Ethiopia) was in Ouagadougou, February 14 – March 5, 2011 as resident artist 
during the Art at Work exhibits in the Place de la Nation, Ouagadougou.

During his residency in Burkina Faso, Theo Eshetu developed his project proposal into a multi-
media research. One first output was a photographic reportage of the Fespaco film festival, 
of which he captured uncanny and emblematic moments. He has called this series Around 
FESPACO. Eshetu’s main work though, consisted in a one-hour video of the gazes of audiences 
at the movie screenings during the FESPACO festival. These images were filmed in the dark 
with a special infrared camera. It is a project about spectatorship.

About his residency experience, Eshetu said: “Ouagadougou is known for two specific features ; 
it is a place with a very ancient tradition of ritual masks and sacred objects and at the same time 
a place known worldwide as a focal point for African cinema with FESPACO, its biennial film 
festival. In my stay in Ouagadougou I worked on a project to try and integrate these two very 
different tendencies; of mixing the primordial beauty of sculptures with an expression made 
from moving images.”

In a video interview with a European Commission representative, Eshetu commented on the 
Art at Work project: “In Africa, the museum tends to be public spaces that the general public 
shies from. So the idea of putting a museum in a public space next to a market or in a large 
square, where people just walking down the street can walk into this museum, not pay a ticket, 
and then see a photography exhibition, which means see something that is cutting edge and 
contemporary, is something that is extremely positive”.

On the role of artists in today’s society and in particular in Africa, Eshetu noted: “We expect 
artists to say the truth about what they feel about things and how they think about things,” ... “by 
expressing what it is that he thinks and feels – and what he thinks is right, and what he thinks is 
beautiful and what he thinks is wrong – the artist is a kind of barometer of the society he’s living 
in.” ...“I think the great difficulty is for an African artist to be aware of his role in those terms.”

Around FESPACO series,
2011©Theo Eshetu

Theo Esthetu
Theo Eshetu (Ethiopia) was born in 1958 
in London. His childhood was spent be-
tween Ethiopia, Senegal and Yugoslavia, 
among other nations. Theo Eshetu has 
worked in media art since 1982, creating 
installations, video art works, and televi-
sion documentaries. As a video maker, he 
explores the expressive capabilities of the 
medium and the manipulation of the lan-
guage of television. Exploring themes and 
imagery from anthropology, art history, 
scientific research, and religious iconogra-
phy, he attempts to define how electronic 
media shapes identity and perception. 
World cultures, particularly the relation-
ship of African and European cultures, 
often inform Eshetu’s work.
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Around FESPACO series,
2011©Theo Eshetu
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David Adjaye in the Ouagadougou Art at Work 
pavilion, 2011. Photo Theo Eshetu

The Ouagadougou Art at Work pavilion construction, 
2011. Photo Theo Eshetu

The Ouagadougou Art at Work pavilion, 2011.
Photo Dominique Thiange

On next pages:
The Ouagadougou Art at Work pavilion, 2011.
Photo Dominique Thiange
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ADDIS ABABA

To Redeem the Work (…)

Leo Lefort
Serial Curator, LeLa Art Gallery Associate, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

As with many nations throughout the world that possess a notable artistic patrimony and nur-
ture an edgy interconnection with the en vogue modernity, Ethiopia occupies an indeterminate 
grey zone on the map of contemporary arts. With the forces of globalisation very much at 
play, Ethiopia is trying to come to grips with its hybrid identities, looking elsewhere, nowhere 
and everywhere for inspiration and leadership. Like many other small countries on the so-
called periphery, Ethiopia’s contemporary art situation is characterised by both dilemma and 
prospects.

Here in Addis Ababa, exhibiting works of art outside conventional art venues is more of an 
absolute necessity than a fashionable preference. Upon being invited to ‘invade’ the remnant 
of the itinerant laboratory Visionary Africa: Art at Work1, the exhibition entitled FACE2FACE 
engaged seven artists to confront spatial vacuity, temporary amnesia, collective unaccount-
ability and institutional lethargy, in an obvious and explicit declaration, in the heart of the 
African Union compound, offering to relocate the art experience as an open multilayered 
dialogue between audiences, artists, institutions, action and momentum. Breaking from the 
archetypal notions of what a ‘gallery’ could be, featuring artists who create critical projects 
that reflect our present circumstances, and who produce works of seminal importance to Ethi-
opiaʼs contemporary art scene, FACE2FACE strived to encourage an open dialogue about a 
major concern: the lack of exposure for artists whose work challenges attitudes, conceptual 
values and aesthetic norms. The show also allowed the transmission of two signals simultane-
ously in opposite directions: on one side a fine selection of filtered high quality replicas were 
displayed for the recreation of officials and white-collar workers passing-by; on the other side 

1  The Visionary Africa - Art at Work exhibit pavilion, with the Ethiopian section curated by Léo Lefort, was 
shown in Addis Ababa January 25- February 8, 2012, in the compound of the African Union, after city au-
thorities canceled their building authorisation and permit for installation in Meskel Square.

Tamrat Gezahegn - Face 2 Face
Acrylic on canvas. 2012



26

Leo Lefort
Through varied collaborations Leo Lefort 
has proved to be a singular voice in the 
Ethiopian contemporary art scene for the 
past fifteen years. Founder and director 
of The Taitu International Art Centre, 
LeLa and ATELIER art galleries, Leo 
has an extensive curatorial background 
having worked for reputable public and 
private institutions, non-governmental 
organisations, and government in the 
country and abroad. A recipient of the 
AFAA Prize, Leo taught four years Art 
Theory & Aesthetics at the School of Fine 
Arts & Design, Addis Abeba University 
and was another two years affiliated 
researcher with the Institute of Ethiopian 
Studies. An art educator -currently head 
of the Visual Arts Department ICS Addis-, 
Leo teaches photography, film, design and 
fine arts courses endeavouring to “take 
care of the ABCs of art, but as there is 
always the X, the unknown, I try to allow 
for that too, keeping the program (be it 
curatorial or educational) elastic, resilient 
and cutting-edge, allowing for permanent 
innovation.” Mentored by art critic and 
curator Denys Zacharopoulos, Leo Lefort 
holds a Master Degree in Fine Arts from 
the Université de Haute Bretagne, Rennes, 
France. 

uncensored original art works were brought to the view of connaisseurs at LeLa gallery2. The 
duality of the exhibition spaces themselves addressed the enigma of how artwork relates to 
both context and prominence, pivotal factors to this collaborative enterprise that constituted 
a premise, not an outcome. The artworks of Ermias Kifleyesus, Mulugeta Tafesse, Behailu 
Bezabih, Tewodros Hagos, Mulugeta Gebrekidan, Tamrat Gezahegn and Michael Tsegaye 
came face to face with each other in those provisional apertures, harmoniously colliding, and 
offering sets of visual interpretations in their own singular manner to variables of space occu-
pation. Under the current trends and the symptomatic confusing zones of tensions impacting 
both the real world and its virtual extensions, it was important for us to seize this frame for 
habitation as an ultimate attempt to confront audiences with images that matter, and ignite 
the discussion on otherness, appropriation and territory. The Trojan horse — FACE2FACE 
—, allowed the artists to ostensibly perform some innocuous functions in the very compound 
of the new gem of Alem Bekagn3 (literally farewell to the world), the monumentuous pristine 
head-office of the African Union, albeit still acting as a powerful pedagogical weapon and 
scale of reference in a complex, yet vibrant scene.

It felt natural that the dismantled pavilion should be offered to Netsa Village at a time when 
it urgently needed of a shelter - they were provided with a field by the local administration.  
With their vision, Netsa Village takes on the task to showcase la crème-de-la-crème of Addis 
Ababa’s avant-guard. Artists’ low confidence in institutions and museums demands that they 
become more imaginative in the way that they organise themselves. Since its inception this 
artist-run centre aims to broaden the scope of the local art scene by initiating and facilitating 
professional networking, sharing resources, solving problems collectively and acting as a 
powerful think-tank in close contact with local communities. Oscillating between the self and 
the group, self-imposed bureaucratisation, flexibility and activism, the creative horde, among 
whom Helen Zeru, Leikun Nahusenay, Mihret Kebede, Tesfahun Kibru, Salomon Tsegaye 
and Tamrat Gezahegn are producing significant works with a diverse range of mediums, ap-
proaches and concepts, mutualised their talents -and savings!- to bring challenging contem-
porary arts to the public. Last summer, The Prince Claus Fund and Mimeta funded the “Wax 
and Gold” platform, the first brain-child of the pavilion according to Tamrat Gezahegn. The 
pavilion is now being used constantly by Netsa Village for exhibitions, panel discussions, 
workshops, publications and discursive projects aimed at forging a critical understanding 
of local and international phenomena in art and society (see Living Museum on next pages).

This is only one example of how during the last fifteen years there has been a marked increase 
in activity in the field of Ethiopian contemporary art. There has been talk of a scene, a wind of 
change, a renaissance, though this discussion is largely internal - sometimes resonating like 
the dissemination of chauvinistic self-promotion. What is a ‘scene’ anyway, and what exactly 
does it consist of? It is doubtful if any significant international curators, renowned art critics 
or influential collectors worldwide can name more than one or two contemporary Ethiopian 
artists (at best) and most-likely those would be based elsewhere than in Ethiopia or already 
breathing six feet under. It might be relevant though, given Ethiopian’s cultural heritage and 
recent political history (let’s say the past hundred years), to perform a site-specific approach 
based on analysis of the foundation, preeminent factors, topical conditions and anticipated 
prospects. At the present time Ethiopia provides a unique and challenging context: the impos-
sible becomes possible, the unthinkable becomes the norm, off-limit behaviours become new 
social customs. Artists and art institutions have to navigate these nebulous borders in constant 
motion, eventually mapping a space for recognition. 

2  Directed by Lilly Sahle and open to the public since 2007, LeLa Gallery has changed locations and moved 
into a smaller space but the gallery continues to promote the artists it represents with unprecedented works 
waiting to be discovered or rediscovered. Sharing a common vision of how development of the Ethiopian 
fine arts industry can be used to stimulate economic growth, and with over a decade’s worth of experience 
in the Ethiopian arts milieu, LeLa gallery organises audacious art events and shows in various venues in 
Addis, the regions and abroad as well as provides strategic planning and a long-term approach to building a 
collection, advising clients on art history and contemporary art practice. Over these past few years, we have 
been fortunate to present numerous artists who are considered today amongst the best representatives of the 
Ethiopian art scene.

3  The African Union’s new headquarters and conference hall are built upon the site of Ethiopia’s former cen-
tral prison, know locally as Alem Bekagn. There are different stories for how Alem Bekagn earned its name, 
but all agree that it was the citadel of oppression for successive Ethiopian dictatorships.

 In http://alembekagn.org/au-memorials/106-the-red-terror-memorial
Tewodros Hagos - Federal
Acrylic on canvas 2010 
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Things seem to be evolving in a positive and optimistic way, in a city where 60% of the pop-
ulation is under 30 years old. The voice of this young generation is strong enough to have 
a consequential effect. If nurtured by a healthy, non-prohibiting, environment, this young 
generation might shortly demonstrate publicly its striking creativity, its enthusiastic desire for 
knowledge and willingness to take-risk. So far, private initiatives have been instrumental in 
raising awareness about Ethiopian contemporary artists, playing a quasi-institutional role for 
years and it’s about time for this striving sector to be backed-up with significant systematic, 
regulated, financial, material and technical support. Despite the problems faced, however, it 
is clear that the energy that characterises the current situation is unprecedented. The moment 
is at its most opportune: if all these efforts can come together constructively, and be consoli-
dated, the tables can really be turned.

Curator Leo Lefort and Jean Ping, chairman of 
the Commission of the African Union, at the 
Addis Ababa Art at Work pavilion. January 2012. 
Photo by Christophe Boulierac

On next page:
Behailu Bezabih - Eskësta
Acrylic on canvas. 2011
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Leikun Nahusenay Living Museum
Digital Print 2012
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Leikun Nahusenay Living Museum
Digital Print. 2012

Leikun Nahusenay Living Museum
Digital Print. 2012

On next pages:
Tamrat Gezahegn Face
Acrylic on board. 2005

Michael Tsegaye - 非洲聯盟
Digital Print 2010
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CAIRO

Revolution at Work
Moataz Nasr
Director, DARB 1718, Cairo, Egypt

DARB 1718 was founded  by artist Moataz Nasr, with a twofold mission:

To advance the contemporary art movement in Egypt, offering services that support, cultivate 
and sustain the burgeoning art scene by, providing a full-fledged arts and culture facility to 
artists and audiences for arts education workshops, exhibitions, concerts, festivals, independ-
ent film screenings and arts activities for children, youth, the disabled and the elderly; dis-
covering young talented individuals and linking them to the local and international art scene, 
and providing them with guidance, training and services to promote creativity and free artistic 
expression; promoting underground music and innovative art forms; offering residencies for 
foreign artists to experience and learn from Egyptian culture and to share their knowledge; 
moving the arts to unusual public spaces in the form of community events and street festivals 
throughout the country; organizing awareness campaigns and advocacy; collaborating with 
other arts, education and tourism organizations locally and internationally.

To foster community development in the Fustat area surrounding the cultural center, a neigh-
bourhood rife with poverty and unemployment, but also adjacent to a historic tourism area of 
Coptic Cairo with its ancient churches, synagogue and mosque. DARB 1718 offers training 
opportunities in the arts to Fustat residents to enable them to generate income and improve 
their livelihoods. DARB 1718 also aims to integrate the culture center in the tourism route of 
Old Cairo in collaboration with travel agencies and tourism authorities.

DARB 1718 collaborated with BOZAR for the presentation of the Visionary Africa: Art at 
Work pavilion in Al Azhar Park 1 February 15-March 8, 2012, with a show entitled ‘Revolu-
tion at Work’ featuring emerging Egyptian artists. The Revolution in Egypt was just barely 
one year old, and fully central in the work of these young artists. 

1 Al-Azhar Park is a public park located in Cairo, Egypt. Among several honors, this park is listed as one of the 
world’s sixty great public spaces by the Project for Public Spaces (PPS). The park was created by the Historic 
Cities Support Programme (HCSP) of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC), an entity of the Aga Khan 
Development Network (AKDN). The park, developed at a cost in excess of USD $30 million, was a gift to 
Cairo from Aga Khan IV, a descendant of the Fatimid Imam-Caliphs who founded the city of Cairo in the year 
969. The Aga Khan Cultural Services in Cairo graciously hosted the Art at Work pavilion on their premises, 
which welcomes some 6,000 visitors per weekend, and is called ‘the green lung of Cairo’.

Hany Rashed, The Man Behind,
Watercolour, 2011 ©Hany Rashed
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The revolution’s exceptional events have unleashed artists’ creative expression and have pro-
duced sensational works of art. Artists have the ability to reflect on their surroundings in very 
personal and meaningful ways. They illustrate to their audience intriguing ideas, statements 
and visions that they capture at times as a result of intense experiences. Artists are the voices 
of their society and they reflect on Egypt’s transitional period from their perspective.

Since the exhibit, the Revolution has taken many turns. The political climate in Egypt has 
shifted and twisted and with each political incident, Egyptian artists have found fertile ground 
to artistically express their conflicting emotions towards the turmoil they are experiencing.  

The pavilion began its ulterior journey right after the European Union Delegation in Egypt 
generously donated its structure to DARB 1718, with a mandate to continue its mission of dis-
playing art in public spaces. DARB1718 has taken part in the Fann Midan public arts festival 
on a monthly basis since then, featuring one Egyptian artist every month. Each artist presents a 
work of art to the public, and engages visitors in an open conversation about the work.  

The state of culture in public spaces in Egypt can be described as flourishing in these trying 
times.  The importance of self-expression through the arts has been strongly felt and its impact 
has been phenomenal.  Although there has been substantial resistance from the government 
authorities vis a vis graffiti art and underground music performances in which certain lyrics are 
deemed inappropriate to the current political climate, the public culture scene has been boom-
ing. Street festivals such as the Arts for Peace & Freedom Festivals held in Cairo, and Fayoum 
Oasis, ArtBeat Festival, Mawaweel Ramadan Festival, the Cairo Jazz Festival, D-CAF (Down-
town Contemporary Arts Festival) and others that include live music performanes, visual arts, 
dance and theater, have become prominent cultural experiences in Egypt.

The experience of DARB 1718 in this period of creativity has been very positive.  The culture 
center has flourished with activities in the past couple of years with a stream of artists contrib-
uting to exhibitions, numerous creativity workshops, an emergence of underground musicians 
who have forsaken their corporate careers and taken up music full time as well as much interest 
from international artists who have visited Egypt and collaborated with DARB 1718 on their 
projects. 

DARB 1718 believes in the power of art to promote social change, sensitize people and expand 
their horizons through the inspiration and education of artists and the broader community. Artists 
are beacons for change and direction in society, and a guiding light. Mainstream thinking can 
be challenged and peace and understanding promoted through the international language of art. 

Moataz Nasr
(Egypt) is a painter, sculptor, multimedia 
artist and self-proclaimed cultural activist. 
Nasr’s first entry onto the Egyptian art 
scene came in 1995 when he received a 
prize in a competition organized by the 
Egyptian Ministry of Culture. In 2001 a 
leading Italian art gallery displayed his 
work. Nasr participated in many exhibi-
tions and has won awards since. In No-
vember 2008, Nasr founded DARB 1718, 
an Egyptian contemporary art and culture 
center in the Fustat area of Old Cairo. It is 
a registered non-profit organization with 
the stated mission of acting as “a trampo-
line to advance the burgeoning contempo-
rary art movement in Egypt.”

Visitors in the Cairto Art at Work pavillion, 2011
©May el Hossamy 
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May el Hossamy, Photography, 2011
©May el Hossamy 
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Hany Rashed, Hard Times
Watercolour, 2011 ©Hany Rashed

Hany Rashed, Half the Population
Watercolour, 2011 ©Hany Rashed



39

Hany Rashed, Necessity Breeds Invention 
Watercolour, 2011 ©Hany Rashed

Hany Rashed, Egypt … Egypt …
Watercolour, 2011©Hany Rashed
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Mina Tadros Egyptian Elections 2011
Drawing, 2011©Mina Tadros
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Yahya Diwer, Photography, 2011
©Yahya Diwer
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Artists Mohamed Monaisser, Yahya Diwer, Nahla El Sabei and Mina Tadros standing in front of their work in the 
Art at Work Pavillion in Cairo, 2012. Photo May El Hossany

Visitors at Art at Work Pavillion in Cairo, and workshop led by Simon Njami, 2012. Photo May El Hossany

Curators Moataz Nasr and Simon Njami at Art at 
Work Pavillion in Cairo, 2012. Photo May El Hossany

Visitors in Cairo Art at Work pavilion.
Photo Kathleen Louw
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HARARE

Reflections and Highlights
from Zimbabwe

Raphael Chikukwa
Chief curator of contemporary art, National Gallery of Zimbabwe, Harare, Zimbabwe

The National Gallery of Zimbabwe is the center for contemporary art in the country with 
branches in three major cities: Harare, Mutare, and Bulawayo. The gallery boasts a permanent 
collection with more than 6,000 works collected over a period of fifty years. Almost fifteen 
exhibitions are held throughout the year. The gallery, through its education department, holds 
workshops and lectures on various subjects of visual art as a way of promoting and educating 
the public about visual arts. The National Gallery, through the Thomas Meikle Library, provides 
research and interest facilities, and, at the same time, preserves and conserves published works 
for the education of present and future generations of Zimbabwe. 

The National Gallery of Zimbabwe collaborated with BOZAR for the presentation of the 
Visionary Africa: Art at Work pavilion and exhibits May 25-July 1, 2012. It was a good 
opportunity to reflect on the relevance of curatorial practice in African spheres and beyond, by 
African curators practicing in and outside the continent. 

Visionary Africa: Art at Work emanates from a blockbuster festival event (Visionary Africa, 
curated by Simon Njami and David Adjaye) that took place in Brussels and traveled back to 
African cities, unlike other shows. The European Union delegation in Zimbabwe argued for 
this show to come to Zimbabwe, perhaps thanks to its prior partnership with the National 
Gallery of Zimbabwe for the first Zimbabwe Pavilion at the 54th Venice Biennale in 2011. The 
National Gallery of Zimbabwe was thus privileged to host this traveling platform on time to 
coincide with African Week celebrations. The traveling show, Art at Work featured some fifty 
reproductions of works of art created by leading contemporary photographers of the last fifty 
years, including one Zimbabwean artist, Calvin Dondo. Believe Nyakudyara Somali Refuge 3
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Anne Mpalume Early morning ritual

On next page:
Nancy Mteki  Pimp my diaspora bus
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Raphael 
Chikukwa
Raphael Chikukwa (Zimbabwe) has 
worked mainly as an independent curator 
for the past ten years before joining the 
National Gallery of Zimbabwe in mid-
2010 as its Curator of Contemporary 
Art. His qualifications and international 
experience earned him this important 
position at the national institution, from 
which he hopes to change the visual arts 
landscape of Zimbabwe. Chikukwa was 
awarded the 2006 - 2007 Chevening 
Scholar and now holds an MA Curating 
Contemporary Design from Kingston 
University London. It was the second 
Johannesburg Biennale in 1997 which 
provided the impetus for Chikukwa’s 
curatorial career, after he worked as a 
volunteer guide for the Biennale. Chikukwa 
is a founding staff member of the PUMA 
funded Creative Africa Network, where 
he worked as an editor and advisor of the 
project from 2008 – 2009. Recently he 
was among seven curators from Africa 
attending the Tate Modern Symposium 
“Curating Africa”, where he presented a 
paper on his curatorial practice. In 2008, 
Chikukwa represented Africa at the 2008 
Art Basel Miami Conversations in the 
United States of America. The American 
Centre Foundation also awarded him a 
curatorial research grant in 2006–2007, 
and he traveled in West Africa for his 
curatorial research. Chikukwa has curated a 
number of exhibitions mainly in the United 
Kingdom and Zimbabwe, has taken part in 
a number of forums at the Dakar Biennale 
between 2004 and 2008, and curated the 
Zimbabwe pavilion at the 2011 and 2013 
Venice Biennales. Raphael Chikukwa 
is searching for a way to re-engage the 
Zimbabwean contemporary art scene with 
the international art community. 

Sensibly, the Art at Work Pavilion was made out of light, easy to assemble, materials, and bore 
an interactive and attractive form to it that simply was any market stall on the continent of 
Africa. It took a great amount of effort and research to specifically design an interface that can 
garner a response from a viewer in Ouagadougou and present a similar structure to suit viewers 
in Kampala for example.

For Harare, a city without a cultural district, the arrival of the Art at Work Pavilion questioned 
the usefulness of public spaces and the urgent need to revisit the uses of public space. The 
location selected for the pavilion was the Harare gardens behind the Gallery, so that the Art at 
Work Pavilion could be used to educate those that do not visit galleries and museums regularly 
and was thus open to the pedestrians going and coming from work. The Pavilion also created 
an opportunity for the National Gallery of Zimbabwe to think beyond the Gallery and beyond 
this project, about taking exhibitions to the people, to communities who normally would not 
visit the Gallery. 

The main show, derived from“A Useful Dream”, curated by Simon Njami, occupied the 
Courtauld Gallery. The local content of the pavilion exhibits, curated by NGZ, was a show 
entitled “Mifananidzo ye Zimbabwe ndiyo Nhorowondo yedu: Images of Zimbabwe, our 
narratives”, featuring seven young emerging Zimbabwean photographers. These artists 
interrogated the Zimbabwean reality from their own view. Fascinated by ways in which 
Zimbabwe exists as both physical place and space of imagination, they looked at social, political 
and environmental issues. Zimbabwe holds many stories – stories about what is happening 
now, what happened in the past and what we hope will happen as we soldier on with our lives. 
For many years Zimbabwean artists have sparked the imaginations of people around the world 
including those that have never been to Zimbabwe, using other media. The exhibition gave an 
opportunity to these young emerging photographers to reflect on the contemporary Zimbabwe 
and tell a Zimbabwean story that inspires us with hope, and to build on the notion that today’s 
present is tomorrow’s past. In the past, we have seen our story being told by others, especially 
in the medium photography, but the Art at Work Pavilion allowed local photographers to shine 
alongside fifty leading contemporary African artists.

After the exhibition opening, the Zimbabwean artists community had an opportunity to share 
and interrogate the state of art and art criticism in Zimbabwe in an all-day conversation 
moderated by Simon Njami and myself. Art criticism remains a thorny issue not only in 
Zimbabwe but also in Africa as a whole generally. The discussion also touched on the impact 
of the Zimbabwe Pavilion at the 54th Venice Biennale. It was attended by then Mayor M.A. 
Masunda, who stressed the responsability of artists in a city. He said his door was wide open 
for all suggestions. He is since no longer mayor but in charge of the HIFA Festvival (Harare 
International Festival of the Arts).

This exhibition and the surrounding discussions gave an opportunity to actively widen the 
intellectual field and encourage local photographers to take photography seriously, because as 
a medium it has been marginalized at the expense of other art forms. It also gave an opportunity 
to local audiences to view works by other African artists, such as, Santu Mofokeng, Bob Gosani, 
Zineb Sedira, Samuel Faso and Jobi Bieber. No doubt the place of photography has changed 
after Art at Work exhibition, but its reaction remains with us as Zimbabwean contemporary art 
practitioners and institutions. 

On the 2nd of July 2012 Visionary Africa: Art at Work exhibition came down and the Art at 
Work Pavilion was donated to the National Gallery of Zimbabwe by the European Union. 
Ulterior use of the pavilion was intended to take exhibitions to communities who normally 
could not afford to visit the gallery, in different parts of townships and rural areas. The first Art 
at Work Pavilion tour was at the United Nations Tourism Summit in Victoria Falls in August 
2013, with a show entitled, “Mukati Unze: Exploring the Spirit of the Zambezi river and the 
smock that thunders”.
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Visitors at Art at Work pavillion in Harare, 2012.
Photo: Kombo Chapfika
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HARARE

Urban Zimbabwe and Culture

Aldo dell’Ariccia
Ambassador, Delegation of the European Union in Zimbabwe

Like in most of Africa, urban development in Zimbabwe is intimately linked to colonialism, 
with most urbanization having taken place in the 1940s and 1950s. The need to accommodate 
white settlers as of 1890 in order to allow for a maximized exploitation of available resources 
and occupation of the land was accompanied by a policy of exclusion against indigenous 
people. This exclusion developed into systematic racial segregation and separate development 
between “non-African towns’’ and “African townships’’ where Africans were not allowed to 
own property and were generally compelled to maintain a permanent rural home to which they 
would eventually return to, until home ownership schemes were slowly introduced in the 1960s. 

Time has shown that since independence in 1980 and in spite of the vigorous efforts 
undertaken to attain “de-racialism” of urban development, colonial policies and the social 
stigma they entailed have proven difficult to reverse. The “one-city’’ concept was developed 
in an attempt to unify urban centres; however racial barriers were soon to be replaced by a 
philosophy of socio-economic segregation that persists between inhabitants of the former 
townships, leading to “high density areas’’ and “low density areas’’. The invasion of urban 
spaces that was promoted by the Government has been hindered by the mental structures 
imposed until 1980, which implied limited exchanges or common interests between racial 
or socio-economic groups, generating in turn further misunderstanding and confrontation 
between those groups. In short, the physical irreversibility of already built urban centres, the 
specific alignment of roads and housing principles, have maintained a culture of exclusion 
and restricted movement that is deeply rooted in the fabric of Zimbabwe, and is a cornerstone 
of the political polarization that has been witnessed for the last fifteen years. 

Due to the impermanence of their stay in urban centres, township dwellers did not reproduce 
the beliefs, values and practices of their original rural communities. Cultural and artistic spaces 
are almost inexistent in high-density areas. Furthermore, the economic decline experienced in 
the last twenty years has generated a fast-growing misery in those areas, which entered into 
a survival mode and a fight for basic service access, such as clean water, electricity, sewage, 

Bethule Nkiwane - Good Life 3

Aaron Mfumeli - Highjump
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housing, jobs and food. In parallel, the majority of Africans who found their way to the former 
non-African towns after 1980, i.e. the higher class’ low density suburbs of Zimbabwe, have 
aspired to reproduce Western models of living, thereby reducing their own traditions and 
cultural heritage to minimal social codes of conduct like the payment of the “lobola” (dowry) 
when wedding or the traditional funerals, in case of death. They noticeably abandoned 
certain common cultural values and aesthetic taste. This situation exacerbated the tensions 
emerging from the political and economic downturn experienced by the country, which led to 
violent confrontation between different parts of an already divided society, further affecting 
negatively efforts aimed at a national reconciliation process. This in turn led to insufficient 
recognition and protection of cultural diversity and the national heritage, to the advantage of 
an ideologically manipulative public discourse across the political spectrum.

This further entrenching of the existing political polarization has paradoxically paved the 
way for a new meaningful role that the arts and culture sector could play in reducing political 
tensions and promoting national healing and cohesion. Nurturing the diversity of different 
forms of expression of culture and arts in this enduring climate of division has appeared as a 
way of recovering shared cultural values.

High density areas that were usually isolated from cultural and artistic expressions and where 
their inhabitants had little incentive, economic means or social interest to produce arts and 
culture, were experimentally involved in actions aimed at revitalizing shared social and 
aesthetic values.

There is a wide range of activities that permit to achieve this goal, like engaging community 
residents in new forms of arts, providing access to arts and cultural education opportunities; 
creating murals and other public artwork in high density areas to promote an identity 
within communities; organizing festivals and exhibition to celebrate cultural diversity and 
workshops to encourage the participation from different parts of the society to promote 
mutual understanding and awareness of different forms of artistic and cultural expression.

Hilary Maradzika. Face of Mbare
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Powerful acts promoted by, e.g. the Harare International Festival of the Arts (HIFA), Shoko 
Festival, Chimanimani Festival, Gwanza itinerant exhibition, the Intwasa in Bulawayo or the 
“Art at Work” Exhibition organized in co-operation with BOZAR and which invaded Harare’s 
city centre in 2012, to name a few, have endeavored to encourage social inclusion in an effort 
to establish links between rural and urban areas, as well as within urban areas themselves.

The European Union fully supports the idea that in Zimbabwe, the quality of artistic and cultural 
expression can be used as a platform for social integration. In particular, the EU has contributed 
to ensuring that performance and acts be systematically adopting an innovative approach and 
reach out to disaffected areas, as well as facilitate access to cultural spaces and performances. 

The EU and the arts and culture sector in Zimbabwe are now striving to preserve and revitalize 
the historic and cultural heritage of the country, restore and provide a better appreciation 
of cultural diversity and reduce barriers between racial and economic groups, to encourage 
reconciliation and peace-building through dialogue, cultural expression and the sharing of 
common identity and values.

Tsvangirayi Mukwazhi. From the Zimbabwe refuse 
collection team series, 2011

Simon Njami, Raphael Chikukwa and Doreen 
Sibanda at the Art at Work Workshop in  the National 
Gallery of Zimbabwe, Harare, 2012.
Photo Kombo Chapfika
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KAMPALA

Culture in public spaces:
Observations from Kampala

Faisal Kiwewa
Director, Bayimba Fondation, Kampala, Uganda

In the city of Kampala we have become witness to an enormous amount of building activity, 
as part of a strategy to develop the country’s capital city that has grown rapidly during the 
past decade. Large commercial and governmental infrastructural projects have emerged or are 
being planned. Sadly, these plans are not based on a sound urban vision for the capital, with 
the result that green areas or wetlands, social housing areas, or even educational and cultural 
institutions have to move out of their way.

The most talked about projects have been the plans to demolish the Uganda Museum to 
free up space for a 60-storey commercial building and the relatively recent plans to build an 
airport at the historically and culturally significant space of Lubiri in the centre of Kampala. 
These plans demonstrate that the government of Uganda is not reluctant to make space for 
mere concrete at the expense of our cultural heritage. And one wonders what kind of message 
the government is trying to convey here. 

History has shown that architecture is a mirror to the political power structures of a place. 
Through its architecture a political regime defines itself vis-à-vis its citizens – it communicates 
ideology to citizens in public space. The manner in which states and nations authorize or build 
their buildings and fill up their public space is therefore a good indicator for the “quality” of 
their political regime. 

When looking at major architectural and urban projects across the world and putting them 
into a historical perspective, one comes to the conclusion that all these urban landscapes were 
produced during a period of political regimes that were, to different degrees, totalitarian. 
Totalitarian regimes rule from the centre and tend to favour large or monumental architectural 
and urban interventions. Freddy Tsimba.sculpture created during Kampala 

artist residency, 2012. Photo Ian Mark Kimanje
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Have a look at fascist and socialist architecture, such as Mother Russia, glorifying the perished 
Russians during WWII, or Speer’s megalomaniac master plan for the north-south axis of 
Berlin that was never realized by the German Third Reich. Or look at the various castles and 
palaces that were built by the absolute monarchs and ruling dynasties in Europe, such as The 
Tower of London, Versailles in Paris, Schloss Schönbrunn in Vienna and the Alhambra in the 
South of Spain. It even seems that the bigger and larger the buildings or urban landscapes are, 
the more totalitarian a regime. 

There is a logical explanation for this correlation between architectural and urban design and 
the nature of a political regime. Such large construction projects can only be realized if one 
turns the wheels and controls budgets. More importantly, such projects can only come into 
existence when one seeks to glorify a dynasty, a state, a nation, but not its people. They are 
clear expressions of political elites ruling at the expense of its people. 

If we assess the urban planning and architectural efforts today in Kampala from this perspective, 
one could conclude that the government is showing off its political power and firm control 
over its subjects. And it does so by putting up a range of status symbols, whereby it remains 
far from thinking in the interest of its citizens and their quality of living in the capital. Hotels 
can now be found at places where previously children would receive their education. Large 
commercial towers can be found at places that many people would previously call their home. 
The number of green areas – leave alone public parks – and space for its people has reduced 
considerably.  

While such projects do not give a very promising picture of the state of governance in Uganda, 
they also do not – unfortunately so – give prospects for proper economic development, the 
stated goal of such projects. Because for a city to develop economically, it needs to be a 
comfortable place to live for its citizens, and a culturally exciting spot to attract visitors, 
businesses and investors, and a creative workforce. Certainly, large infrastructural projects 
that go at the expense of cultural heritage and cultural excitement are not contributing to 
turning the city into an attractive destination. 

For decades, there has not been any proper urban planning for Kampala city. The city might 
have grown rapidly, in numbers and surface, but in an unplanned manner, with little attention 
to the well-being of its citizens, the reason why the average Kampala inhabitant gets stuck in 
traffic jams every day and why very few citizens nowadays find residency within the central 
areas of the city. Mere concrete has pushed its citizens out of the centre, into the suburbs. 

It is time to think about how to portray Kampala to the outside world and to decide whether 
we – as its citizens – want to be identified with the politicized architecture of its government or 
with the more lasting and durable elements of our society: our arts and culture, our creativity 
and innovation, our strength and power to use the monetary resources and human capital for 
the benefit of all. 

Ideally, Kampala is developed into a city that treasures its cultural heritage, a city bursting 
of creativity, full of places and spaces for creative minds and free spirits, a city were arts 
and architecture are employed for the benefit of all and not a mere exposure of the political 
elite. But to achieve this, a dialogue with its citizens about its urban design, its buildings and 
landscapes will have to follow. 

Given the megalomanic building plans for Kampala that keep on cropping up, this dialogue 
has become more than urgent. Within the framework of the exhibition Visionary Africa: Art 
at Work a first conference was held to this end in Kampala in September 2012, entitled ‘Art 
and Architecture at Work’ bringing together architects, mayors and cultural activists of the 
region. And the call is upon the cultural and creative community in Uganda to transform this 
first step into a wider public dialogue. As artists, architects and arts managers we owe this to 
our community. 

 In today’s Kampala, called the City of Hills, the once 
green hills are now cluttered with buildings. 

Faisal Kiwewa
Faisal Kiwewa (Uganda) has a strong 
cultural background. Since his childhood 
he has been engaged in cultural activities. 
He worked in numerous areas of the 
cultural sector before embarking upon 
founding Bayimba Cultural Foundation 
to promote a vibrant creative arts industry 
and making Uganda and East Africa a 
significant hub for arts and culture on 
the African continent. Bayimba Cultural 
Foundation organizes a range of activities 
and programmes to this end, the annual 
Bayimba International Festival of the Arts 
being the main one. Through Bayimba 
Cultural Foundation and its programmes, 
Faisal has played a leading and exemplary 
role in the sector and brought back hope to 
the arts and culture in Uganda.
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Visitor in Kampala Art at Work Pavilion, 2012.
Photo Dominique Thiange

Curator Katrin Peters-Klaphake and the Ugandan 
Vice President Honorary Edward Kiwanuka Ssekandi 
at Kampala Art at Work opening, 2012.
Photo Ian Mark Kimanje 

David Adjaye at the opening of the Kampala Art at 
Work pavilion, 2012. 
Photo Ian Mark Kimanje

Participants at the regional conference Art and 
Architecture at Work.Kampala, 2012.
Photo Ian Mark Kimanje 
The regional conference “How art and architecture 
can make city development inclusive and 
sustainable’”was organized as part of the Art at 
Work presence in Kampala. It was attended by 70 
architects, urban planners and arts managers from 
Uganda and the East African region.  The keynote 
address was delivered by David Adjaye who 
presented his survey of the architectures of African 
capitals. The Declaration of Kampala was adopted at 
this latter forum, as an example of commitment that 
can rally regional, national and local stakeholders in 
the field of art and architecture around the common 
goal of inclusive and sustainable urban development 
in African cities. This event and declaration led to 
a later recommendation on the important role of art 
ad architecture in urban development in the October 
2012 meeting of Ministers of Culture from Africa, 
the Caribbean and the Pacific, organized by the ACP 
Secretariat in Brussels.
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Deo Kyakulagira/Central Art Studio Limited  
Deo’s son John Mwanje before the Independence 
Monument.  Kampala, late 1960s
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KAMPALA

2012: An experimental year
of convergence of art
in public spaces 

Katrin Peters-Klaphake
 Curator, Makerere Art Gallery/IHCR, Kampala, Uganda

As the curator of Makerere Art Gallery, the only non-commercial exhibition space dedicated 
to visual arts in Kampala, I enjoyed being part of the Art at Work project and KLA ART 
012. Makerere Art Gallery/Institute of Heritage Conservation and Restoration is a university 
gallery and research institute at Makerere University in Kampala, Uganda. It is dedicated to 
the preservation and research of art from Uganda and East Africa as well as to the exhibition 
of national and international artists. Even though the gallery is openly accessible, its location 
on Makerere University campus is a hurdle for some people. Therefore, we engage in public 
events and strongly encourage the dissemination of art beyond the university realm.

A few weeks ago, two men came to my office to tell me how the Art at Work pavilion in the 
Railway Gardens in downtown Kampala had inspired them. The men were from Masindi, 
a smaller town about 200 km north of Kampala, and working as sport coaches with youth 
groups. It was both the idea of a public museum-like space as well as the different exhibitions 
they remembered well. They commended the full concept with its aspects of histories and 
stories from their home country Uganda and the way regional aspects were brought in through 
the postcard size photos of African capitals and the main exhibition A Useful Dream. In fact, 
they were interested in adapting the idea for their hometown which has little infrastructure 
for cultural exhibits. This affirmative feedback more than a year later got me thinking about 
the project again. 

A number of cultural events unfolded around the 50 years of independence celebrations 
on 9th of October 2012 in Kampala. The Art at Work exhibition pavilion opened on 17th 
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Katrin
Peters-Klaphake 
Katrin Peters-Klaphake (Germany/
Uganda) is curator at Makerere Art 
Gallery/Institute for Heritage Conservation 
and Restoration and lecturer in museum 
studies at Margaret Trowell School of 
Industrial and Fine Arts (MTSIFA), 
Makerere University, Kampala. Before 
moving to Uganda in 2009 she served as 
curator for temporary exhibitions in the 
photography department at the German 
Historical Museum, Berlin. Her program 
at Makerere Art Gallery/IHCR focuses 
on creating inventive exhibitions by local 
and international artists as well as the 
preservation, documentation and research 
of modern and contemporary visual art in 
Uganda. She is a member of the curatorial 
team of the first Contemporary Art Festival 
in Kampala, KLA ART 012, taking 
place in October 2012,and co-curates an 
exhibition on Architecture and Urban 
Planning in Kampala - A Review of Ernst 
May’s Contributions (working title) in 
collaboration with Uganda Museum. 

September for a month in the Kampala Railway Station Gardens, a green open square in 
downtown Kampala. It was followed by the affiliated regional conference entitled “How 
art and architecture can make city development inclusive and sustainable” in presence of 
David Adjaye and stakeholders from cultural organizations and policy makers in the East 
African region at city hall, a late colonial building on the Kampala City Council Authority 
premises. A day later, Simon Njami, Marilyn Doula Bell and the local curators held the 
Art at Work workshop with artists and cultural practitioners at the Uganda Museum. 
Freddy Tsimba from DRC came as artist in residence for the project. Immediately after, the 
annual Bayimba Festival started at the National Theatre grounds. KLA ART 012, the first 
festival on contemporary art in Kampala, took place from 7th to 14th October. The official 
independence celebrations and a cultural carnival jointly organized by several ministries 
were held on the 9th of October.  

In regard to the vision and objectives of the ambitious enterprise Visionary Africa – Art at 
Work Kampala certainly was a powerful last station for the second phase of the project. 
All planned elements of the platform were realized; the pavilion was built true to Adjaye’s 
design and placed in a public space, workshops and the artist residency took place, and 
the timing matched to the day with the 50 anniversary of independence. From a local 
perspective the goals and expectations, the technical apparatus, the split of bringing a very 
heterogeneous group of artists, cultural managers and government representatives together 
for an art event in the public space addressing ordinary citizens meant wanting a lot. In 
many ways the experiment was successful, for instance in opening up discussions on the 
sense and significance of art in society. On the other hand, the event was perceived as 
intervention which despite all inclusive ideals met some critique especially by the art scene 
since there were no previous links or collaborations in place to build on. Development as 
a concept inevitably implies unequal power relations.  The perception of here and there, 
inside and outside was expressed by local artists during the workshop and revealed divides 
related to the power of knowledge and infrastructure. Nevertheless, the presence of art in 
the Railway Station Gardens seemed to please street sellers who quickly gathered around 
it to set up shop, thereby demonstrating the potential impact a public space can have if 
invested with art.

The curatorial concept for the local section of the pavilion exhibits was entitled ‘Routes and 
Traces’. It was developed in response to the exhibition A Useful Dream, displaying historic 
photographs from three Ugandan archives alongside young contemporary photographers: 
“Over the last century images of Uganda’s history and culture were captured by explorers, 
colonialists and by ourselves. This exhibition is about re-reading images and events, about 
different gazes, stories and histories.” Photography is a great medium and art form to 
trigger thoughts and questions on time and space, on the history and spatial expansion of 
the continent, cultural similarities and differences. The audience feedback on embedding a 
more intimate local part into the exhibition was very positive as it allowed for recognition 
and personal memories and thus was able to serve as entry point for the reception of the 
other exhibition parts. 

The public space in Uganda’s capital city Kampala is restricted by laws which are enforced 
by authorities – as basically everywhere in the world. The first festival of contemporary 
art in Kampala KLA ART 012 was smaller in scope, inviting only artists from or residing 
in Uganda, yet similar in taking to the streets and in terms of an inclusive approach on the 
organizational level, by forming a committee comprising of very diverse stakeholders: the 
newly founded not for profit artists organization 32° East | Ugandan Arts Trust; private 
commercial galleries Afriart Gallery and AKA Gallery; foreign cultural institutions Alliance 
Française Kampala and Goethe-Zentrum Kampala/UGCS, public university gallery 
Makerere Art Gallery/IHCR, and government institutions Nommo Gallery and Uganda 
Museum. KLA ART 012 presented 12 art projects in shipping containers in different public 
locations in Kampala. It was tedious to get the permissions and some containers had to be 
moved back and forth, one performance was stopped by the police, but the event took place. 
In general, the festival intended to operate grounded in the local environment, artists and 
volunteers were at the sites all day and performances, workshops and talks were held to 
create audience interaction. Artists and viewers perceived this as very good and productive. 
In hindsight, both, the imported structure of the Art at Work platform and the contemporary 
art festival, had an impact and are remembered as art events different from the usual and 
complementing each other. 

Margaret Nagawa
Margaret Nagawa (Uganda) was born 
in 1971 in Uganda.   After attaining 
a first class degree in Fine Arts from 
Makerere University in 1993, she worked 
as resident artist and manager for The 
Gallery Café in the mid-1990s. She 
earned a Masters degree in Curating 
from Goldsmiths, University of London. 
Nagawa has held positions with the 
October Gallery, London, UK; Uganda 
Artists’ Association; Equation Gallery; and 
Margaret Trowell School of Industrial and 
Fine Art, Makerere University. She has 
worked closely with artists and organized 
exhibitions in and outside of cultural 
institutions. Nagawa is currently pursuing 
doctoral studies on artists’ audience 
development strategies.
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Kibuuka Mukisa Oscar 
Taxi Park at night.  
Kampala 2010
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The pavilion and the sculpture by Freddy Tsimba, which he created in the sculpture studio at 
Margaret Trowell School of Industrial and Fine Arts, were donated to the Uganda Museum. 
They face some challenges in maintenance of and care, for these structures alien to the 
Museum’s core business (rain protection for the wooden pavilion and conservation/exhibition 
of the delicate metal structure produced by Tsimba). The European Union Delegation is in 
discussions with the Ministry of Culture for capacity building in maintenance and exhibition 
skills in the Museum, and also with various NGOs and artists associations, so that both the 
pavilion and sculpture by Freddy Tsimba can be used and accessed. As much as art events 
and interventions in the public spaces of cities and their urban narratives are needed, it is 
just as important to reflect realistically on their afterlife and questions of sustainability. 
Nevertheless, direct communication between artists and curators and audiences outside the 
gallery or museum space is crucial in cities with a small public infrastructure for art. And 
temporary structures such as the pavilion and the platform create a physical and discursive 
space for art in the city.

When artists cozy up with architects

Art needs to be functional in any community within which it is being created. This way, 
the people can find reason to appreciate it; because it responds directly to their needs and 
demands. Upon such a background it is important to think of art and the artist as a vehicle of 
political, social and economic change.

But this aspect of virtual relevance creates a challenge for the artist to so eloquent in his art 
that he is understood by the tens or thousands of people who interact with it and, secondly, 
find a suitable location where his work can be easily accessed by the people.

The question of accessibility naturally brings into perspective the issue of art in public space. 
In this context, ideas can be borrowed from Art at Work, a project birthed by Visionary Africa 
which is an itinerant platform in Africa. The concern or rather objective of this institution is 
to, among other reasons, promote art in public space, specifically here, in African cities.

Cities the world over provide a perfect place to create and experiment with ideas with an 
underlying objective of generating a fulfilling experience for the urbanites. For this matter, 
the artist often finds himself in much demand to fill the void of creativity. However, it should 
be noted that there are custodians of city planning and no amount of creativity can go on in 
these city public spaces without the city architects who often work under the city authority’s 
hierarchy.

The reason why Art at Work is a brilliant project is because it brings the artist and architect 
together to discuss and work. It is a result of world celebrated architect, David Adjaye, and 
respected art curator of contemporary African art, Simon Njami, joining their unique artistic 
potential in a project which has already changed the face of many African cities, and hopefully 
will change Kampala.

Njami prefers to call this this project an experiment because he is reluctant to impose a 
system on Africa. Whatever it is called, however, one cannot overlook the challenges Art at 
Work faces in its journey of implementation; from structures such as the political terrain to 
relationships between architects and artists, the institutions which fund art, and the attitudes 
of the community.

Extract from: Uganda: Street Seduction - When Artists Cozy up With Architects
by Dominic Muwanguzi, The Independent, 14 October 2012

Freddy Tsimba
Freddy Tsimba (Democratic Republic 
of Congo) is a sculptor-artist born in 
Kinshasa in 1967. He graduated from the 
Academy of Fine Arts in Kinshasa in the 
discipline of monumental sculpture in 
1989, and worked afterwards with bronze 
and cement. He has become known all 
over the world thanks to some 50 exhibits 
in Africa, Europe, Canada and China. 
He obtained several prizes in France 
and Canada. ‘My true school, even after 
graduating from the school of Fine Arts 
in Kinshasa, is the street where I find my 
materials in abundance. My masters have 
been the blacksmiths, with whom I have 
learned the techniques of fire and welding 
for 5 years.’ Freddy Tsimba was one of 
the most interesting representatives of the 
DRC at the 2002 Dakar Biennale. With his 
assemblies of recycled materials – whether 
bullet cases and cartridges, or spoons – 
he denounces the tragedies generated by 
war. With his provocative and expressive 
sculptures in chunks, he bears witness to 
the essential questions of humanity and 
their devastating and universal answers.
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Gayaza High School Archive 
Gayaza High School is the oldest secondary school for girls in Uganda, founded in 1905 and still operating today. 
The lantern slide was taken in the early years of the school.  Students at the school today commented on the 
photograph. Gayaza about 1905
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Rumanzi Canon 
Portraying Yawe Musoke Kassim Ssentamu 
Kampala, Katanga 2011

Visitor in Kampala Art at Work pavilion, 2012
Photo Ian Mark Kimanje
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Kampala Art at Work Pavilion, 2012.
Photo Dominique Thiange

Art at Work workshop led by Simon Njami in 
Kampala, 2012. Photo Ian Mark Kimanje
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NAIROBI

Nai Ni Who? (Who is Nairobi?):
Collective urban vision 
development

Joy Mboya
Director, GoDown Arts Centre, Nairobi, Kenya

The GoDown Arts Centre is based in an industrial area close to the city centre. It provides 
spaces for studios, rehearsal and performance halls and an exhibition gallery. Since its start 
in 2003, it gained an important position in the Nairobi and Kenyan art world. Through its 
initiatives and activities it promotes the role of art as a positive force in society. In 2010, when 
the GoDown became the owner of the plot they are located at, they broadened their intentions 
from cultural driver to driving stakeholder in the rethinking of their neighbourhood, the 
Nairobi Railway and adjacent Industrial Area. 

This area is a historic part of the city, where the first infrastructural and industrial developments 
took place in the beginning of the 20th century. The neighbourhood is currently characterised 
by businesses, light manufacturing industries, residential areas varying from middle class to 
informal settlement, and a large part is occupied by the Kenya Railway Corporation. With a 
strategic position in larger Nairobi, the gradual replacement of industry by other facilities, and 
the ambitions of the Kenya Railway Corporation to redevelop the area, this neighbourhood 
was poised for change. GoDown was keen to become a driving force in this process, in an 
attempt to integrate a people-centered approach in this development. 

GoDown teamed up with White Architects, an international Sweden-based firm which 
approaches design and planning solutions in a broad and multi-disciplinary manner. White 
sees the redevelopment of urban areas as a long term process, requiring room for people 
to develop and adjust the space to a function appropriate for their way of being, living and 
working. Their design processes start with an early focus on this ‘soft’ infrastructure, allowing 
planning for attractive, dynamic and sustainable cities.

An overview of Nairobi, city, Kenya 2012© Julius 
Mwelu-UN-HABITAT
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Under the initiative Shukisha Nairobi (Common Ground), GoDown and White Architects 
laid the first basis for a redevelopment approach of the area together with stakeholders 
during a 2011 workshop. This was followed by a second one, involving UN Habitat and 
more stakeholders, such as the City Council of Nairobi, the Kenya Railways Corporation, 
Kenya Polytechnic University College, artists and private sector representatives. These 
meetings resulted in the conception of a joint vision on the future of the area and plans 
were developed from there, to continue to critically engage the relevant stakeholders with 
a very diverse range of urban backgrounds. 

GoDown began to serve as an excellent knowledge node and became the driver of this 
new participatory and integrated process, which will contribute to a broader sustainable 
urban development approach for the City of Nairobi, developed as ‘Vision 2030 Nairobi 
Metropolitan Area’ with the focus of ‘Conceiving a World Class African Metropolis’. 
Two years into this project, an alliance between all involved stakeholders and the target 
beneficiaries – the local institutions, businesses and residents – has developed leading 
to common steps to further identify problems and challenges that need to be addressed. 
Through looking at a vital pedestrian link from the GoDown to the City Centre and a circuit 
also starting at the arts centre, case-studies were done for testing integrated planning. 

In an intense series of actions under the umbrella of ‘Nai Ni Who? (slang for Who is 
Nairobi?)’, GoDown developed in 2013 a community generated programme, in the form 
of an itinerant successive festival in all zones of Nairobi, which included showcases 
of cultural assets, culture here being taken in a very broad sense: talks, performances, 
exhibition tours, markets, food specialities, fashion, etc. This initiative generated a good 
base for the creation of people-centered urban zones, offering safe and inclusive public 
spaces and mixed use developments. 

Impact of Nai Ni Who On Residents Who Engaged

Through the festival, the city was perceived and presented as a dynamic and open-ended 
reality, which all city actors contribute to shaping and re-shaping it in time and space, at 
different levels and in differing ways. At one level, Nai Ni Who celebrated the city as a 
socio-spatial entity with disparate social structures, spaces and opportunities. At another 
level, it heightened conceptual consciousness of Nairobi identity, forcing reflection about 
history, relationships, citizen empowerment and values.

The value derived by those active in the Nai Ni Who initiative, as reported by them in a 
follow-up meeting with the GoDown, as well as through a post-festival survey and social 
media feedback included the following:

1. Residents gained an appreciation of the city’s uniqueness and diversity: “it brought 
to my conscience many things that I had never even noticed”, “its hardworking residents 
who ‘hustle’ early to late each day”, “to look at people for who they are, to feel the city 
as it is, to not judge the people and places of Nairobi,” “the beauty, contribution and 
different stuff that each neighborhood brought on board were awesome and fantastic,” 
“…interacted with various neighborhoods especially the Hindu temples…”

2. The inter-activity facilitated between neighborhoods was appreciated as ‘big value’ 
as this began to address, to some extent, the challenge of crossing social boundaries 
in the city. As one Nairobian said, unlike in social media spaces where it is easy to 
interact “horizontally” and “vertically” Nairobians share strong perceptions of social 
segregation. “I mingled with other artistes from my hood and other hoods too,” “I 
got to know many aspects of my hood and the entire Nairobi at large,” “it came to 
my understanding that you should believe in what you do in life and respecting one 
another.”

3. The festival made the city more democratic – “freedom and empowerment to choose 
your program, to show what you wish, to meet others…spaces for interaction between 
social classes was created,” “it brought all Nairobi-ans together and it promoted our 
Nai culture,” “I enjoyed the events to the fullest especially the football tournament in 
BabaDogo and the performance at KICC.”

Joy M’Boya
Joy M’Boya (Kenya) is the Executive 
Director of The Performing & Visual 
Arts Centre Ltd, popularly called The 
Godown Arts Centre, a nonprofit facility 
providing subsidized space and residency 
opportunities for Kenyan artists and 
presenting artistic public programs for 
local audiences. She is a Trustee of Gaara 
Dance Foundation (Kenya) whose aim is 
to develop contemporary African dance. 
She is also a Trustee of the Kalasha Film 
Awards (Kenya). She has served on the 
Board of Trustees of Action for Music. In 
2004, she received the National Women’s 
Council of Kenya 2004 Merit Award for 
her contribution to the development of the 
performing arts. Through appointment by 
the Minister of Gender, Sports, Culture 
and Social Services, she has served on the 
Governing Council of the Kenya Cultural 
Centre, under which falls the Kenya 
National Theatre. Joy worked for 7 years 
as an architectural designer with a practice 
in Nairobi. At the same time, she joined 
the Kenyan pop band Musikly Speaking 
as lead singer. In 1993, she re-located 
temporarily to Sydney, Australia where 
she pursued post-graduate studies in Voice 
at NIDA. She returned to Nairobi, Kenya 
in the late ‘90s and initiated a training 
program in performance - making for 
young people aged 15 to 22 years. This 
organization, Fame Trust, was among the 
‘founder’ groups of a communal, arts space 
concept, which was finally realized as The 
Godown ArtsCentre.
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4. Nai Ni Who gave residents a chance to know what and who is in their neighborhood, 
providing a forum to discuss positive and negative issues. For example, public space 
contradictions were evident – lack of open space in many neighborhoods, shrinking spaces 
in areas presently ‘endowed’ and encroachment and grabbing of public areas: “Got to know 
more about planned activities of making Nairobi a more safe and clean place.”

5. Historical value was brought to the fore, particularly during the walking tours where 
the “stories behind buildings and streets” gave connectivity and meaning and sparked 
more interest in the history of the city: “(through) the historical Nairobi exhibition - the 
public really was amazed about the history of their own city,”

6. Nai Ni Who was a journey of discovery, highlighting how more opportunities to enjoy 
Nairobi should be consciously nurtured: “Was great seeing the kids so happy participating 
in the activities and learning something as well,” “it made me appreciate where I live.”

Implications of Nai Ni Who for Citizen Participation in Nairobi City County and the 
Nairobi Master Plan

The Kenya Urban Areas and Cities Act requires that citizens contribute to the decision-making 
processes of their city or urban area, that a system of governance that encourages participation 
be developed, and that the capacity of citizens to participate to be enhanced.

Nai Ni Who took place concurrently with the Nairobi City County Master Plan process. The 
festival was all about allowing people into processes and making space for them to provide input, 
and it succeeded in this respect. The Master Plan, in comparison struggled to operationalize the 
Citizen Participation schedule of the Urban Aras and Cities Act. Public meetings called to share 
the Master Plan Situational Analysis and to receive public comments and recommendations 
were poorly attended.  Perhaps some pointers from the Nai Ni Who festival may be useful in 
engaging public participation:

1. Effective communication: Through its communication strategy, Nai Ni Who caught the 
attention of a significant percentage of Nairobi population. Among the most effective 
means of communicating in this instance were Facebook, public billboards and word-of-
mouth. (In a survey carried out afterwards, SMS, although not utilized on large scale was 
recommended as another efficacious means for the future). Newspapers, in this instance, 
seemed not to be primary in effectiveness.

2. Win-Win: People appreciate mutual benefit and their participation increases when this 
is the case. Such benefits may include a simple act of recognition - Nai Ni Who awarded 
recognition plaques and certificates; motivation - Nai Ni Who give-away T-shirts were 
extremely popular. A FaceBook analysis of the posts attracting most views corroborated 
this insight.

3. Quality of Social Life: The same Facebook analysis, also confirmed by a separate post-
festival survey, showed that equal to desiring relationships of mutual benefit, Nairobians 
also wish to see and engage in meaningful community enhancing activities – cleaner 
environment, better life for children, concern for disadvantaged members of the community, 
strengthening of a sense of community. One resident sum-up was that in Nairobi “people 
are good” and they appear willing to play their part.

4. Source and agency for citizen participation: identifying this is vital. In the case of Nai 
Ni Who, people were driven by a need to ‘become present to themselves, to others like 
themselves and to others unlike themselves’ (Sassen 2011), in other words to have their 
experiences and views recognized. They found agency for this through themselves, through 
primary catalyzer-agents such as the GoDown Arts Centre and neighborhood volunteers, as 
well as through community-based institutions like schools, hospitals, churches, arts spaces 
and artists.  Local celebrities and social media influencers (such as radio presenters) were 
equally important agents.

5. Opportunity and Creativity: Analysis also showed that Nairobians, especially its 
predominantly youthful residents, value an environment with variety and richness in 
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NaiNiWho festival poster.
Photo NaiNiWo

opportunities for work and leisure. Young Nairobians are not averse to newness; they seem 
to value creativity, interactivity and diverse cultural experiences. In the post festival survey 
respondents stated that even more and varied cultural offerings and experiences would 
further enhance their Nai Ni Who experience.

6. Values: A sustainable city planning process is best founded on people’s  ‘crucial aspirations 
and values (Gans 1967). Nai Ni Who indirectly explored Nairobi value choices by 
facilitating residents’ own programmatic choices for the festival. From this, emerging 
Nairobi values appear to include mutuality, community/sociability as key to quality of life, 
creativity, culture, inclusivity and social equality. While Nai Ni Who was not an attempt at a 
sociological study of the city, it is clear that current and relevant social studies are required 
to better understand Nairobi’s social dynamics that, in turn, may inform planning.GoDown 
has plans to continue survey and written analysis of the impact of Nai Ni Who.

On April 15-19, 2013, the European Commission and BOZAR presented a side event and 
exhibition entitled “Art and Architecture at Work: Best practices in inclusive and sustainable 
urban development initiatives in Africa”, at the 24th UN Habitat Governing Council Meeting 
in Nairobi. The GoDown Arts Centre, along with architect Heinrich Wolff (South Africa) were 
featured as guest speakers  to advocate  the role of artists and architects for urban resonance: 
dream, inclusiveness, and creativity for urban welfare. 

Recommendations were made to UN habitat in the closing of the side-event:

• Reinforce its mandate by watching, learning from, and documenting successful, inclusive, 
bottom-up, urban culture-based, asset-focused initiatives that foster re-imagining of the 
city, cultural diversity, and cultural confidence and harmony among citizens;

• Bridge the gap between civil society and national urban policies by showcasing these types 
of models;

• Develop context-based narratives for sustainability.

UN Habitat thanked the European Commission and BOZAR for this side-event and its important 
theme (‘art and architecture needs to be mainstreamed in the urban realm’ said Thomas Melin), 
and  the three organizations partnered again for an official event on this theme at European 
Development Days on November 26, 2013. 
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GoDown centre for the Arts.
Photo Berend Van der Lans

Stakeholders Workshops ‘Towards a Nairobi Urban 
Identity: Reclaiming city heritage and building 
cultural legacy’ at the GoDown Arts Centre, 2011. 
Photo Matti Östling, Museum of Architecture, 
Stokholm.
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LUBUMBASHI

Feeling our way,
between intrusions
and connections

Patrick Mudekereza
Director, Picha, Lubumbashi, Democratic Republic of Congo

To build up a project that interacts with the urban space requires to bring together very differents 
visions about the city and to set up a dialogue  between them : between those who think the 
city, those who direct it, those who have clear opinions about it and love or hate it, or those who 
just mean to live there without perceiving anything picturesque about it but give nevertheless a 
striking image of it. 

The genesis of Picha’s work on looking at the city goes back to actions which were organized 
in Lubumbashi between 2003 and 2008 on the topic of architecture. They triggered a series of 
meetings and projects involving local and international researchers, artists, writers aiming to 
develop productions within the framework of a cross-disciplinary approach. 

But rather than talking about colonial architecture, shared  heritage and valorisation of a commun 
legacy, Picha aims to work on the representations and the reappropriation that buildings and 
spaces can provide. Johan Lagae presents the evolution of our reflections in a text that is due for 
publication ’Curating the city of Lubumbashi, DR Congo. On the positionality of architectural 
history in a postcolonial context’. 

Sammy Boloji and I attempt to build a project that reflects our vision of this city and of our place 
within its environment. We call it Picha, which means ‘image’ in swahili, the national language 
spoken in Lubumbashi. The founding event of Picha is the Rencontres Picha, the Lubumbashi 
biennial, which has known three editions. The works of some 80 international artists were on 
show in between these three editions, with as many professionals taking part in the exchanges. 

Institut des Beaux-Arts. Opening Mikhael Subotzky 
exhibit “Ponte City”, 2013.
Photo Picha
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Foyer Saint Jean Kamalondo, projection Bodil, 2013
Photo Picha

Picha Art Centre.Press conference.Sammy Baloji, 
Elvira Dyangani Ose, Patrick Mudekereza, 2013.
Photo Picha.
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In 2008, the first Picha biennial event took place in the exhibition spaces and in the national 
museum, but also in cafés and on the roundabouts of the city center of Lubumbashi. In 2010, 
the second biennial, which gave birth to the Picha art centre, extended ‘beyond the walls’ to 
the whole city. Curator Simon Njami, who initiated the idea, took on the artistic direction of 
this biennial. He proposed to generate a trail in the city, connecting symbolic places, according 
to three thematic axes : the axe of power, of remembrance, and of the former neutral zone 
between the ‘white’ city and the ‘black’ city. Photography was exhibited on advertisement 
billboards and every evening projections were organized on a building or in a space with a 
historic of social meaning. The third edition in 2013 was directed by curator Elvira Dyangani 
Ose. The project was based on the theme of enthusiasm, borrowed from French philosopher 
Jean-François Lyotard1. The event  aimed at constructing ‘a specific paradigm where new 
social relations, economic exchanges, cultural activities and representative policy can occur. 
In numerous initiatives where this idea has been put at the centre of reflection, a communal 
sense of recovering the public sphere was generated. A new social imaginary vision of the 
urban space was born, which involves a bottom-up narrative of the city and explores aspects 
which, most of the time, do not appear on a map’. This third edition consisted of a series 
of workshops and residences from October 2012 till October 2013, culminating with a 
professional week that offered the public and guests exhibition openings, projections in the 
public space, and professional meetings.

Amongst the highlights of this third edition was the performance launching the «Entering the 
mine» installation by artist Angela Ferreira. This work, commissioned for the biennial, deeply 
touched the public. A sculpture inspired by the tower of Russian constructivist architect Talin, 
was placed atop a modernist building built by Belgian architect Claude Strebelle, in the heart 
of Lubumbashi. To celebrate the meeting of these faraway utopias, two Lubumbashi opera 
singers, standing on top of the station, sang a song in Kibemba, telling the story of a new mine 
worker in the region who writes a farewell letter to his mother before « dying without having 
been ill» under the ground.

These experiences are rewarding from the issues they raise or the tensions they bring about. 
One of the most disconcerting experiences we experienced was the video projection at the 
square of the Sainte Marie church during the 2010 biennial. This church stands in the middle 
of the busiest square of the city, next to the market and the stadium of the borough of Kenya, 
also called the « red borough » by the inhabitants of the city centre, who do not dare to hang 
around there unless they have a reason to be in that neighbourhood. The video selection 
showed works that were greatly relevant to build up a dialogue with the context, if one takes 
into account the atmosphere emanating from the place and the visual forces created by the 
space. The 11x4m screen stood in front of the church revealing its bell on top. At nightfall, 
the crowd gathered in front of the screen and the first music notes of the musical group 
inflamed the audience. Whereas this neibourhood is well acquainted with show and images, 
experimental video was a very first experience for most of the inhabitants of the « Kenya ». 
Furthermore, the projection took place the same night as when  the Tout Puissant Mazembe, 
the football club that is worshipped in this borough, was playing a major game. Part of the 
crowd thought they were going to watch the game being broadcasted, another part wanted the 
concert to go on, voices were becoming insistent. At that time, the organizers and the artists 
were surrounded by a security group of hefty guards from a security company provided by 
a sponsor. When the crowd started to grumble, the security group closed ranks in order «to 
protect us». Between protest on the one hand and protection on the other, the projection 
could eventually proceed, helped by negotiation and explanations, and some convincing that 
a work of art could count as much as a football game. Our sponsor’s guards managed to 
contain the crowd, in a gentle manner, and sometimes firmly. This situation has of course 
raised the issue of the very reason of this projection. Jellel Gasteli, a Tunisian photographer 
whose photograph was used to announce the event, told me later that security was not more 
important than meeting the public, and that the crowd, who needs to express itself, has to be 
heard. We all have a better understanding of his words and disapproval when a few weeks 
later, the crisis in Tunis broke out, starting the Arab Spring.

This anecdote illustrates the feeling of intrusion which can be triggered by projects that bring 
change in the public space. Asking people to find themselves in a work of art just because it 

1 L’enthousiasme , La Critique Kantienne de L’histoire, Lyotard Jean François. Published by 
Galilée, Paris, 1986.

Born in Lubumbashi, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo in 1978, Sammy 
Baloji graduated with a Bachelor of Arts 
degree from the University of Lubumbashi. 
While comics first grabbed his attention, 
he gradually turned to photography and 
video as his interest in art deepened. The 
underlying theme in Baloji’s work is the 
industrial and cultural heritage of his home 
region of Katanga, the notion of memory 
and the remnants of colonization. For 
example his prize-winning “Mémoire” 
series combines present-day photographs 
of the brownfields once owned by 
Gécamines (Société Générale des Carrières 
et des Mines), a powerhouse of Katanga’s 
industrial past and a symbol of the former 
Belgian Congo’s economic might, with 
black and white pictures extracted from 
the archives. Baloji is the co-founder with 
Patrick Mudekereza of the Lubumbashi 
Image Festival: Picha! (meaning ‘picture’ 
in Swahili). The project had two initial 
goals: showing to the local people archival 
images of their history and presenting 
work by emerging contemporary visual 
artists from the African continent.  Baloji 
is the recipient of numerous awards, 
including the Prince Claus Culture and 
Development Prize. He has participated in 
various international shows and residencies 
worldwide, including the Quai Branly in 
Paris and the Royal Museum of Central 
Africa in Tervuren, Belgium.

Sammy Baloji
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stands before them is not enough. The event we created is called Rencontres (‘meetings’) and 
that is what it is all about, a path going both ways, art to the public ,and the public to the art.  
Although the former is often organized months beforehand due to logistic requirements, the 
latter deserves as much attention, through mediation, immersion, or simply sharing. Believing 
that art has a place in the public space means believing in its role as relationship builder.

Such relationship building requires at the same time being in the context, and transcending 
it. The Picha project would never have existed if it was only local, if we had not had the 
opportunity to open up ourselves to the world. Simon Njami, in the Picha 2010 catalog 
introduction, formulated these related questions back to us : ‘Picha was invented by those 
who are its primary consumers, and that is its advantage but also disadvantage. It came to fill 
a gap and a void. But was this void, felt by the founders of the biennial, also felt by the larger 
numbers ? Was the frame set up for the implementation of the biennial not elitist or reserved 
to a few, whose level of knowledge and experience exceeded the Lubumbashi context ? And 
could the fact that there exists no intermediary between producer and consumer in itself give 
this event an endogenous character ?’

These questions, which Njami poses with the friendship and clairvoyance of a ‘big brother’, 
are not simple. That of the endogenous character could appear simple if one only looks at the 
ethymology of the word ‘endogenous’, Picha being indeed ‘born from within’ the Lubumbashi 
context. But Picha is perpetually fed by and lives thanks to multiple input coming from a bit 
everywhere in the world. The challenges of its endogenous character are therefore in the way 
it seizes the local reality, its depth, but also its volatility, and in the way we live with it and put 
it in relation with local and other artistic productions.

This is the essence of ‘fleeting realities’ described by Edouard Glissant2, and which constitute 
the heart of the work curator Toma Luntumbue proposes for the fourth edition , of which he 
takes on the artistic direction. The task will be to scan reality without recourse to explicatory 
themes ot the real, but armed only with the perceptiveness of poetry. Is this too democratic or 
too elitist ? We will just try to be sensitive, even it it means being too sensitive.

2  Edouard Glissant (1928-2011) was a Martinican writer, poet and literary critic. His poems bring 
to life what Glissant calls “an archipelago-like reality,” partaking of the exchanges between Europe and its 
former colonies, between humans and their geographies, between the poet and the natural world.

Institut des Beaux arts, Architecture workshop with 
Johan Lagae.2013. 
Photo Picha

Patrick
Mudekereza
Patrick Mudekereza lives and works in 
Lubumbashi in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo. From a very young age he has 
been involved in artistic actions and has 
been the initiator of numerous events and 
cultural infrastructure in the areas of the fine 
arts, music, theatre, literature and cinema. 
At the same time, he studied industrial 
chemistry at the Polytechnical Faculty 
of the University of Lubumbashi, where 
he was awarded a degree in engineering. 
Since 2004 Patrick Mudekereza has been 
professionally active in the cultural sphere. 
He was chief editor of the cultural journal 
Nzenze, general secretary of the artist group 
Vicanos and project manager of the young 
citizens’ forum. For five years Mudekereza 
worked in the French cultural centre of 
Lubumbashi as programme planner, with 
a special focus on fine arts. Since 2008 he 
has been running the art centre and biennial 
of the association Rencontres Picha, along 
with photographer Sammy Baloji, and is 
also a member of Arterial Network. 
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Ângela Ferreira, Entrer dans la mine, 2013 
Installation/performance, video (color, audio, 7’), 
wood, metal, fluorescent light, variable dimensions. 
Curated by Lisbon based curator Jürgen Bock
© Ângela Ferreira
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DOUALA

Making Douala: SUD,
Le Salon Urbain de Douala

Marilyn Douala Bell
Director, Doual’art, Cameroon

Doual’art contemporary art centre started its activities in 1991, with the concern of recon-
ciling inhabitants with the streets, the public space, and the city, following a period known 
as ‘villes mortes’, i.e. ‘dead cities’, when protests calling for a multi-party system through a 
general strike ceased all economic activities in Cameroon’s economic capital. Douala, in the 
hands of the opposition, was cut off from public money for years. There was no other way 
than to take things in one’s own hands. Doual’art aimed to intervene through artistic actions in 
and for the city. Its goal was to participate in the construction of a calm citizenship, arousing 
social dialogue, and inviting inhabitants to reflect and to be reflected upon. 

Between 1992 and 2000 a huge range of projects were carried out and spread around the city. 
The process was left in the hands of artists with, in general, a great level of inclusiveness and 
openness towards the community. Projects generated feelings of pride through the embellish-
ment and creation of public sites. They gave residents opportunities for regained owner- ship 
and re-appropriation of public spaces, or provoked questionings in the private and public 
spheres through media, often gathering a wide audience. Some projects ended up contributing 
directly and tangibly to the city’s infrastructure: bridges, fountains, drains – maintained by 
newly established neighbourhood development committees. 

Doual’art also initiated a multidisciplinary think tank ars&urbis, gathering architects, urban 
planners, sociologists, curators, artists and cultural operators. This think tank, coming to-
gether for the first time in 2005, recommended combining contemporary creation and urban 
development in focused activities over three-year periods, concluding with a triennial inter-
national festival of public art. 

Le jardin sonore by Lucas Grandin

Lucas Grandin created a vertical garden where people 
can retreat and enjoy the sounds created by water 
drops dripping off the structure, developed and built 
together with the inhabitants.



80



81

The Salon Urbain de Douala (SUD) was born two years later, with three editions to date. 
SUD 2007 invited artists, designers and authors to make proposals on ‘The city of Douala’. 
Sustainable and temporary art- works were produced, dealing with the history, the parallel 
economy, and the practice of recycling of Douala. SUD 2010 produced an even larger number 
of sustainable artworks, public interventions and a CD on the theme ‘The Water and the city’. 
Various issues were addressed: the history of the canoeists, the cosmogony of the people of 
the water, access to drinking water, sanitation issues, conservation of the mangrove forest that 
surrounds Douala, etc. SUD 2013 was entitled ‘Douala Metamorphoses; Conversations on 
urban development alternatives’ and introduced a change of scale. Artist interventions took 
place in four Douala neighborhoods of very different profiles and histories. These generous 
artistic acts had the ambition to transform a neighborhood, a block, a street, without rupturing 
from the existing reality, thereby inducing a territorial metamorphosis. Metamorphosis was 
understood as an organic mutation, which respected the spirit of the place but could modify 
its form, function or nature. With this political and esthetic act, the questions posed were: ‘is 
it realistic to think about the metamorphosis of a megalopolis such as Douala?’ How does 
scale play? Could the multiplication of such acts at the level of the city be likely to generate 
a coherent effect or not? How do we fabricate a notion of belonging for the entire city of 
Douala? How do we agglomerate micropoles with defined profiles (a fishermen village muted 
into a touristic nautical sports neighborhood, or a natural site converged into an agora into 
which thousands of people converge daily) to obtain a harmonious city? To this end, geog-
raphers, urban planners, psychologists, sociologists, philosophers, architects and historians 
were invited to debate the following question: Can one speak of a the identity of a city when 
the transformations occurring in it do not respect neither its morphology, the history of its 
construction, nor the ways of life of its citizens, who become mutants searching for acknowl-
edgement and citizenship? The discussions were organized in three sequences:  

• Assessment: Disfigured African cities?
• Metamorphosis: alternative processes of city construction and urban citizenship?
• Laboratory: Who experiments what, how and to what end?

The proceedings of these SUD 2013 conversations will be available in 2014.

Doual’art has also recently started training youngsters as guides for their city and the per-
manent art projects installed throughout the city. The goal is to offer tourists a reading of 
the city, and also show the impact of the projects undertaken by Doual’art. The project also 
promotes possibilities of income for starters on the labour market, by becoming advocates 
of art and tourism. An objective is to extend this educational programme into a more struc-
tural activity of Doual’art.

New Walk Ways New Bell

Kamiel Verschuren explored with inhabit- ants a 
pragmatic approach to flooding. He developed timber 
covers for the sewers of new Bell, once covered 
by concrete slabs but now open in some areas. The 
purpose was to stop the collection of dirt and waste 
in the stream, and prevent flooding of streets with 
contaminated water.

Marilyn
Douala Bell
Marilyn Douala Bell was born in 
Cameroon in 1957. She studied 
Development Economics in Paris where 
she began her professional life. In 1986, 
she decided to return to Cameroon after 
meeting her husband, Didier Schaub, an 
art historian. In 1991, together with a 
group of friends, she founded doual’art, 
a Cameroonian contemporary art centre 
defining itself as an Ars & Urbis research 
laboratory on urban issues. Its fundamental 
concern is to explore how art practises can 
play a role in public spaces and influence 
urban society. In 2007, doual’art launched 
the SUD Triennial (Salon Urbain de 
Douala).



82

One of the installations of Les Mots Écrits
by Hervé yamguen 

Hervé Yamguen developed Les Mots Écrits, i.e. 
‘The Written Words’, a poetic approach for his home 
neighbourhood of new Bell (one of the oldest and 
densest neighbourhoods) by involving the local youth 
in writing texts, applying these as neon sculptures and 
creating songs with local rappers.
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La Colonne Pascale by Pascale Marthine Tayou

Totem composed of enameled cauldrons which were 
used in the past by housewives to preserve food and 
drink. The column serves as a dynamic, pure simple 
line shooting up towards the sky, in the heart of a very 
busy roundabout.

Passarelle de Bessengue by Alioum Moussa

A jury comprised of community representatives chose 
the design of a bridge to connect with Bessengue 
akwa, which was a neglected squatter neighbourhood. 
The bridge is a symbol of acknowledgement of this 
community as a full and integrated part of the city.
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CASABLANCA

Industrial heritage
as driver for social, cultural 
and economic development

Dounia Benslimane
Fabrique culturelle des anciens abattoirs (Cultural factory of the former abattoirs), 

Casablanca, Morocco

At a strategic position in Casablanca, between the city centre and a large extension area 
built between 1920 – 1960, the years of industrial expansion of the harbour city, was a 
large and vacated slaughterhouse.

This municipal service had been an important employer for its neighbourhood until activ-
ities came to a stop at the beginning of the century. The area surrounding the slaughter-
house is known as Hay Mohammadi, and it housed the first slums of the city. In the 40’s 
and 50’s they were partly replaced by experimental modernist housing projects. Since 
then Hay Mohammadi spontaneously developed into a high-density area, with plots 
growing from the original one-level patio dwellings to 4 to 5-layered housing blocks. In 
the area, there is a high degree of social cohesion, but the reputation of Hay Mohammadi 
in the city is bad; it is seen as a deprived area where it is dangerous to go.

The first inhabitants were poor, searching for work to sustain a better living. They first 
found shelter in the slums. Addressing the untamed sprawling of these informal settle-
ments, mass housing projects were developed at great speed, but the slums were not dis-
solved. Although the inhabitants succeeded in improving their living conditions, the area 
remained predominantly poor. It also became a hotbed for the bloodily suppressed 1965 
and 1981 protests against the regime. The authorities neglected this area for years, for it 
was considered a base for political opposition, unions, and critical artists. The Derb Mou-
lay Cherif police station, centrally located in the area, was a secret torture centre where 

Cultural event at Les anciens abattoirs 
photo: Collective of the former abattoirs
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Story telling activity.
Photo.Berend Van der Lans
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thousands of political prisoners were locked away, sometimes for years, and in some 
cases leading to death or disappearance. The strategic position of the vacated slaugh-
terhouse and its exceptional architectural beauty gave rise to thoughts of converting the 
complex into a driver for development of the area in 2005. An informal and experimental 
use of the site was proposed by the city council, to serve as an incubator of options for its 
later more permanent use. A group of initial users was gathered to develop programmes 
for the complex. Since 2009, 15 organisations active in the field of arts, culture, social 
and youth empowerment, form ‘le Collectif des abattoirs’ (‘Abattoirs’ Collective’). They 
roll out programmes that use culture as a tool for development, promoting citizenship 
awareness, social and intercultural dialogue between communities, and creation of jobs 
and income-generating activities. The specific aim was to save buildings that had an im-
portant impact on the city and the neighbourhood, and allow it a new life and impact for 
the area. Since 2009 a large variety of activities have taken place, starting with the large 
multidisciplinary cultural and inaugural festival ‘Transculturelles des abattoirs’, fol-
lowed by concerts and music events, dance, film presentations, exhibitions, debates and 
round table discussions, theatre and many other cultural events. The abattoirs acquired a 
position in the cultural world and in the direct neighbourhood through these events. This 
helped also attracting attention to the interactive part of the programme, through various 
cultural workshops and social programmes, the community radio, the skate park, chil-
dren activities, reading workshops etc. The organisations use the abattoirs as a base, but 
also deploy activities outside of the area. Meanwhile, the troubled political history of the 
area was respectfully put forward through projects such as a documentary depicting the 
personal histories of people born, bred and politically active in Hay Mohammadi, as well 
as a book describing the social and political history of the area. On site, urban signs and 
panels indicate places that have been important in that history, and the anniversary of the 
1981 protests commemorates this history yearly.

The Cultural factory of the former abattoirs will define and synchronize its final shape and 
form, as the buildings – listed as national heritage – are restored. The activities deployed 
there thus far nonetheless made it serve well as an incubator of ideas, a generator of activities 
and employment opportunities, and an educator on the role of culture for enhancing the rec-
ognition of this neighbourhood’s communities and history. The multi-disciplinary collective 
involved the local communities in giving shape to the area while offering opportunities for 
education and employment, thus building a platform of trust for new coalitions. The project 
proved the long-term benefits of re-using a derelict industrial heritage – albeit one that con-
tributes strongly to the identity of the area – as an economical activity base. The City Council 
of Casablanca initiated the formation of a multidisciplinary collective of organisations with 
cultural, tangible and intangible heritage, social, youth and gender focus. Together they have 
built coalitions with the communities in the area.

The cultural impact, and extent, of the activities deployed, induced a regain of pride among 
inhabitants, and full acceptance of Hay Mohammadi by the casablancais, who previously 
saw it as a troubled area. While restoration strategies are being assessed, activities continue, 
consolidating the impact on the direct environment and the city. This project also generated 
reflections with urban planners and architects towards a comprehensive rehabilitation plan, 
taking into account the complexity of heritage, social and artistic issues.

Dounia
Benslimane
Dounia Benslimane reconverted her career 
from the medical field to the cultural 
field, and holds a degree in cultural 
management. She is the coordinator of the 
Fabrique culturelle des anciens abattoirs de 
Casablanca since 2011. She was prior the 
director of the Fondation des Arts Vivants, 
promoting theatre in Morocco.
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LAGOS

The Freedom Park story

Theo Lawson
Architect, Lagos, Nigeria

This project was conceived in February 1999 as part of the Millennium projects under the 
aegis of the Creative Intelligence Agency (CIA), a collaboration of architects, designers 
and artists that came together to propose solutions and ideas for Lagos in the year 2000.

Total Consult proposed the creation of a much needed park within the Lagos metropolis 
and knowing the site of the Old Broad Street Prison to be long abandoned, selected this as 
the ideal project site.

The CIA initiative was designed as a workshop wherein the participating firms worked with 
students from the higher academic institutions as interns on their various projects. This was 
to be so impactful on the participating students that we boast to say it changed the face of 
architectural academics in those institutions thereafter.

Total consult with its team of interns proceeded to visit the site and collected as much data 
as was available concerning the one hectare piece of prime property. In the course of this we 
made incredible discoveries (at least for us non historians) that were to shape the thinking 
and concept for what we eventually named Freedom Park 2000.

First, on our site visit and walkabout, providence crossed our path with a certain Mr. John 
Ogundare who claimed to have lived in the area during the operation of the site as a Prison 
and also worked there after the prisoners had been transferred to the new Ikoyi Prisons. He 
gained us access into the site that was then a squatter colony and regaled us with stories 
that engaged our curious minds. He spoke of colonial oppression, of prisoners hung at the 
gallows, of the Alake’s barefoot journey from the prison to the Court at the now Tinubu 
square in manacles, he spoke of Awo and he spoke of Esther Johnson! At this point I knew 
the reason this site had remained undeveloped after many attempts was because it had a 
story to tell.The Lagos Freedom Park

©Theo Lawson
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We then immersed ourselves in researching the history of the site and this took us way back to 1861 
and beyond; to the cessation of Lagos by Dosunmu and gunboat diplomacy that drove Kosoko 
into exile and how the Lagos prison was established within 15years of the infamous Treaty. 
 
We found from the reproduction of the plan of the prison that it was built in 1885 and learnt 
of how the Colonial Government had spent £16,000 to import bricks for the prison whilst 
allocating a staggering sum of £700 on Education for the same year.

Unfortunately after the closure of the prison in the early 70’s, the buildings were pulled down 
by prospective developers thereby almost erasing over 100years of history. All that remained 
were the walls and the ghosts. It was in the quest to tell the story and to provide a peaceful 
place for individual and collective contemplation and reactive interaction that Freedom Park 
evolved and thus our manifesto:

“We shall exhume the old prison in a pseudo-archaeological exercise. We seek to expose the 
skeletons(metaphorically) buried beneath the ground’. We will introduce a Museum where 
stood the Records office, a Stage where the Gallows were, Food kiosks where the Kitchen 
was and the various cell blocks will be highlighted after some fashion”.

The CIA document in which the Project was featured was submitted in 1999 to the State 
Government through The Lagos Millennium Group on Environment (LIMGE) and that was 
that till 10 years later when a chance nostalgic mention of the project to a certain ear lead to 
the ear of the Lagos State Governor Babatunde Raji Fashola, and we are where we are today.

What is particularly symbolic is that Freedom Park was declared open as Nigeria celebrated 
her 50th anniversary last year, in a way immortalising the memory of those who fought for 
the freedom we now relish and in some way initiating a recreational inquest into our true past. 
Freedom Park is dedicated to our Heroes past. 

Freedom Park today serves as a recreational centre for lovers of nature and culture, and plays 
host to myriad of socio-cultural activities including film, dance and music festivals notably 
the Lagos Black Heritage Festival coordinated by Prof. Wole Soyinka, the International 
Documentary Film Festival (I-Rep) and the Lagos Book and Arts Festival (LABAF). 

The Features of the Park include: a Museum, Art Gallery, Main Stage, Amphitheatre, Food 
Court, Water features, and Gardens. The park is run from concession payments from the food 
and beverage vendors, a token entrance fee and space hire.

Theo Lawson
Theo Lawson, Architect was born in Lagos 
Nigeria, in 1959, studied architecture at the 
Architectural Association School, London 
between 1978 and 1985. While there, he 
joined the tropical design unit in the second 
year to explore the use of traditional African 
building materials and techniques; the 
following year moved to a high-tech design 
unit to find an understanding and balance. 
Most of his schoolwork thereafter sought to 
find a synergy between his cultural values 
and prevailing architectural narratives. He 
worked for a year in London with Jenden 
Associates, designing fit-outs for pubs and 
restaurants. On graduation, he moved back to 
Nigeria and settled in the scenic Jos plateau 
away from the major urban centres of Lagos 
and Abuja. He joined the Afro Planning and 
Development Company as Architect and 
worked on several industrial and commercial 
buildings. While in Jos, he was attracted 
to the Museum of Traditional Nigerian 
Architecture (MOTNA) and went on to 
learn and experiment with earth construction 
techniques culminating in his being invited 
to design and build the Bauchi State Museum 
in 1987. This was built using the traditional 
‘Tubali’ mud bricks. He returned to Lagos 
to set up Total Consult, a design and build 
practice, in partnership with a surveyor/
builder and a furniture maker. The firm 
grew rapidly and diversified into stage sets 
and interiors. In 1999, he teamed up with 
other architecture and design firms to form 
the C.I.A. (Creative Intelligence Agency), 
a collaboration that spearheaded ideas for 
Lagos in the Millennium. Total Consult 
conceived an idea to provide an oasis park 
in the heart of the Central Business District 
in downtown Lagos. This would become 
a reality ten years after. Sequel to the 
realisation of the Freedom Park, he worked 
on the Kalakuta Museum in honour of Fela 
Anikulapo-Kuti and has a number of other 
public culture spaces in planning.

The Lagos Freedom Park. Model
©Theo Lawson
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The old Broad Street prison,
Archive Photo
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Urban Africa

David Adjaye
Architect, Adjaye Associates, London

My study of the capital cities of Africa is based on categorizing them according to their 
position in one of six geographic terrains: the Maghreb, Desert, the Sahel, Savanna and 
Grassland, Forest, and Mountain and Highveld. As suggested by their names, each terrain 
has a different climate and vegetation, as well as its own history and culture. The thesis of 
my study is that the geographic conditions within the terrains have had a decisive effect on 
their architecture and urbanism. 

The Maghreb is the region between the Mediterranean and Atlantic coasts, and the Atlas 
Mountains; it enjoys mild, rainy winters and hot, dry summers, with a natural vegetation of 
grassland and woodland. Africa’s Desert areas occur between 15 and 30 degrees latitude, 
on either side of the equator; there is little moisture, with high temperatures and high winds, 
and plant life is not sustainable. Sahel means ‘shore’ and this is the semi-arid strip along the 
southern edge of the Sahara; apart from a short wet season, it is very hot, and the vegetation 
is verdant or parched, depending on the season. The Savanna and Grassland region lies to 
the south of the Sahel and also includes areas in the north-east and south-west of the conti-
nent; there is limited rainfall and temperatures are warm to hot, supporting grassland with 
scattered trees. Forest is the largest region and includes the Congo basin and much of West 
Africa; rainfall is high, along with the temperature and humidity, and naturally supports 
evergreen forest but much of this has been destroyed. The largest sections of the Mountain 
and Highveld region form a discontinuous spine running from the northeast to the southeast 
of the continent; rainfall is variable, depending on elevation, and temperatures are relative-
ly cool, supporting grassland and some forest. The following account of the architecture 
and urbanism of the six regions is taken from my book Adjaye Africa Architecture. 

Algiers. An apartment building constructed in stone
© David Adjaye

ARCHITECTURE 
AT WORK
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The Maghreb

Due to its Mediterranean coastline, the Maghreb is quite different from the other geographic 
regions. The four capitals, three on the Mediterranean and one on the Atlantic, are complex 
cities with layers of history that give you a sense of a vast trajectory through kingdoms and dif-
ferent times. But they also have a strong sense of modernity, a modernity that is still evolving. 
The origins of these cities lie in their walled medinas: the dense, human-scale environments, 
with very narrow passageways, whose earliest buildings date back to the Middle Ages. Apart 
from Algiers, where they are higher, the buildings of the medina are never more than two or 
three storeys high. They are agglomerative organizations that provide an infrastructure for the 
daily life of the city, where rich and poor occupy similar houses located in different quarters. 

At a later stage the Maghreb capitals were redefined by colonization. Three of them were 
French and the concept of a new city – the colonial overlay – came into play beyond the 
walls of the medina. In Tunis the French constructed the ville nouvelle in the area between the 
medina and the coast, with which it has a formal relationship. The French city is neoclassical 
in character, with grand boulevards and axes, so that the indigenous and the colonial centres 
exist side by side, as ‘twin cities’. As in Rabat and Algiers, the picture has been complicated 
by the growth of further suburbs, but the relationship between the medina and the French 
quarter in these cities contributes to the sense that North Africans enjoy of existing simulta-
neously with their history. 

The cities of the Maghreb retain a more complete record of their history than most other 
African cities. The Maghreb has a long tradition of urbanism that is based on the indigenous 
precedent of the medina. Due to their historic role as centres of trade, they offer a sense of 
protection, like citadels, and this seems to have been their overriding inspiration. They are an 
important reference point for people leading a contemporary life in cities, which is very dif-
ferent from places where the indigenous habitat is rural. These cities are clearly part of world 
history, as well as the history of Africa, and, for this reason, there is a debate about the role of 
the city in the Maghreb that would be more difficult to sustain in other regions.

Rabat. The defensive walls
© David Adjaye

Tunis. A residential street in the French city
© David Adjaye

Tripoli. Stripped classicism
© David Adjaye

On next page:
Algiers. A lane in the medina
© David Adjaye
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Desert

These four capitals are in locations that distort what you might expect from desert cities: 
Cairo and Khartoum are on rivers, and Nouakchott and Djibouti are on the Atlantic coast and 
the Gulf of Aden. Cairo is a city of hybrid styles organized around the old fortified area at its 
heart. One of the first extensions, the neoclassical city, anticipates the megadensity that occurs 
in the modernist suburbs as they pull away from the historic city. The residential architecture 
in this area creates a cooler ground plane that allows the life of the city to extend in all direc-
tions without interruption. There is trade everywhere and the compactness of the urban fabric 
gives shade. 

Comparing Cairo to the other desert city located on a river, Khartoum has a civic quarter that 
looks across the Blue Nile, just before it joins the White Nile. The university and the adminis-
trative departments are also based here, so the public face of the city addresses the river, and 
the commercial and residential areas spread outwards from it. The new towers in the business 
area depend on technology to make them habitable: symbols of modernity that update the 
imagery of the lush river architecture, which dominates the rest of the city. 

Moving on to the two coastal cities, Nouakchott is the one city in this group that most express-
es the desert, even though it is located close to the sea. It is more temperate than if it were in 
the interior but it nevertheless embodies a strong sense of the abstract and simple geometry 
that pervades the local culture. The mosque in Nouakchott, with multiple domes, celebrates 
this with great elegance. Only bold forms stand up to the strength of the light, which bleaches 
colours and creates a soft atmosphere throughout the city. In terms of its built fabric, the city 
orientates itself away from the sea but, in the evenings, the life of the city moves to the beach.

Despite its size, Djibouti is true metropolis and an important port, with a rail connection 
to Ethiopia. The old city is organized on a neoclassical grid, with major and minor streets, 
squares and open spaces; one side of the street is always in shade. The city has a mixed pop-
ulation that occupies different quarters, though they are no longer as clear-cut as they were 
in the past. It is an unusually accommodating form of urbanism, a low city that is also very 
public: in a harsh environment, it offers protection to all who go there. Beyond the grid of the 
old town, the new developments adopt a form of coastal architecture: villa architecture with 
terraces and balconies that look towards the view. 

Nouakchott.Tent structures creating shade
© David Adjaye

Khartoum. The lush river architecture
© David Adjaye

Djibouti.Villa-style housing
© David Adjaye
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Cairo.High-density housing
© David Adjaye

Nouakchott.The mosque with multiple domes
© David Adjaye
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The Sahel

In the four cities of the Sahel, there is a very clear layering of the relationship with the coun-
tryside, and of how the city engages with its hinterland. Because the landscape is on the 
threshold between vegetation and desert, the domestic architecture is generally horizontal – a 
cellular, atria-like architecture – while the civic buildings often take the form of emphatic 
vertical symbols. The architecture of Islam, with its domes and minarets, plays a significant 
role here, but there is a more general symbolism that relates to a tradition of marking the dis-
tinction between desert and built environment. The sense of materiality in these cities is based 
on the sand and stone and, where there is vegetation, it is encouraged as a way of providing 
shade and moderating the climate. As such it takes on ornamental qualities, providing a dis-
tinguishing frame for certain buildings, but that is not its primary function.

Like fragments from a previous era, the Sahel cities contain some strong colonial buildings 
that continue to make an important contribution to the larger environment. These buildings 
started to develop a dry, tropical architecture that could take its place between the forest and 
the desert. It is an architecture of colonnades and porticoes, rather than interior space; one 
that starts to talk about moderating the harshness of the heat and giving some respite from the 
humidity. This is especially clear in the civic buildings of Bamako, and in the shopping build-
ings where the goods are displayed in a shaded area in front of an enclosed storage space. 
There is a very interesting mercantile component to the Sahel cities, reflected in the way in 
which produce and goods are thrust into the public realm.

In the Sahel, it is the architecture of the poor that most expresses the horizontality of the land-
scape. This architecture is about walls that enclose individual spaces – cells – and define pe-
rimeters. When you are welcomed through the outer wall, you start to realize that the building 
is made up of a series of volumes that form deeper and more private spaces, depending on the 
size of the house. Residences in the Sahel do not normally articulate themselves as singular 
dwellings, but as clusters or groups: this seems to be the operating standard. When you travel 
through the Sahel, this makes a powerful impression: an architecture that is solely about the 
landscape where it was created.

Ouagadougou. A mosque with bold forms
© David Adjaye

Ouagadougou. The cultural centre with a verticle 
emphasis
© David Adjaye

Niamey. A building with a patterned facade
© David Adjaye
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N’Djamena. The horizontal domestic architecture
© David Adjaye

Bamako. A shop with shaded area in front of the 
storage space
© David Adjaye
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Savanna and Grassland  

The rolling out of the landscape, like a carpet, is one of the things that influence the shape 
of all the cities in this region, and despite the distances between them they have many sim-
ilarities. Of the interior cities, two are explicitly colonial – Pretoria and Antananarivo – and 
two are more recent – Abuja and Gaborone – and represent African modernity. Although the 
climate is more temperate in this region than others, it is still quite harsh and the architecture 
has had to come to terms with the strength of the light and the need for shade. This explains 
the brise-soleil architecture, with its strong horizontals, which articulates Dakar and Pretoria. 
Abuja uses the technology of tinted glass and, in Antananarivo, the vernacular roofs and deep-
ly recessed arcades provide a means of controlling the light.

In contrast to some of the other terrains, these cities demonstrate a commitment to public 
space. This is partly to do with European colonialism – in Dakar, Mogadishu, Pretoria and 
Antananarivo – but it also figures quite explicitly in the new city of Gaborone, which appears 
to have accepted the European model for the creation of a forward-looking African city. The 
fabric of these cities is predominantly horizontal, providing an ideal lining for their civic 
spaces, and they make use of axes, vistas, imposing facades and formal planting, at a scale 
that influences their overall organization and development. The major exception, in terms of 
architectural space, is Abuja, where the natural landscape continues through the city, due to its 
relatively low density, and is the primary setting for Nigeria’s major institutions.

The original architecture of the colonial cities was very much designed for each place, despite 
being imposed by foreign powers. Dakar and Antananarivo are genuine experiments in place 
making and were organized not just for European settlers, but also to make a relationship with 
the indigenous communities. I refer to later versions of this architecture as ‘tropical modern-
ism’. It is sensitive to climate and terrain and is carefully articulated to reflect a relationship 
to place, giving each city its own character. At the urban scale, despite the formality of certain 
elements, the layout of these cities is not something that you would ever find in France. This 
is a strange contradiction but I think it is the reason that Dakar and Antananarivo have been so 
easily adopted by the indigenous communities as their own, as an expression of their identity 
and their modernity.

Dakar. An example of tropical modernism
© David Adjaye

Gaborone. The entrance court to the parliament 
building
© David Adjaye

Antananarivo. French-inspired but an African city
© David Adjaye

Pretoria. Emphatic colonial architecture
© David Adjaye
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Forest

This region includes twenty-five capitals and I only have space to mention a few of them here. 
The Forest is where the wetlands are, where the tropical rains dominate the climate. There is 
an architecture of fertility in this area, an architecture that has to deal with the climate and at 
the same time is responsive to the specific conditions in different places. The roof architecture 
of Freetown is a good example of the language of form that is necessary to deal with the heavy 
rains. You can also see it in the architecture of Monrovia, where you have overhanging roofs 
everywhere; if you go there in the rain, you understand why certain forms and details are used in 
such a consistent way. Because of the incredible rains, the architecture of Accra is dominated by 
big roofs that protect the other building elements from the worst of the weather. This readiness 
to respond to the constant risk of inundation is what I mean about the fertility of the architecture.

Bissau’s architecture has exactly this type of multiple identity, where you can see both the colo-
nial expression and specific references to the local cultural heritage. In Bissau there is a classical 
Portuguese influence – it sets up emphatic vistas and avenues – but the residential architecture, 
sitting within the Portuguese plan, is primarily a response to the climate, making shade from the 
sun and being able to get rid of water as fast as possible. The humidity is articulated by porches 
and balconies; these threshold spaces are where you live. 

Kampala is an inland city and the architecture and planning respond to the garden-like nature of 
the site and the low hills that define different parts of the city. You have really long views and the 
key image shows the mosque on top of a hill. The cathedral, with its twin towers and Victorian 
brick details, is also very prominent, as is the Sikh temple, standing in its own neighbourhood. 
What is so lovely about Kampala is that you find streets with impressive public buildings and, 
not far away, residential streets where you scarcely see any buildings, just a lush landscape with 
the buildings in retreat. The architecture strives to deal with the horizontality of the land, the 
way in which you make shade, and extension and a relationship to the next site – by layering 
things. In the residential areas, there are many places where you could be in an agrarian com-
munity rather than in a relatively dense city.

Colonialism is a defining characteristic in all the Forest cities. You sense a different colonial 
presence in each of the geographic regions, and their influences define the civic architecture in 
the majority of capitals. African cities work through the colonial to their current identity, and 
every one of the cities that I visited included this experience. The culture of the African city is 
basically hybridized and the African citizen sees himself – reads himself – through his local 
condition, his ethnic group, which is his history, and through his colonial experience, which 
is his modernity. People do not operate within a single or a double consciousness, but with a 
quadruple consciousness, and the colonial is only one articulation among several.

Freetown. An architecture of roofs and overhangs
© David Adjaye

Luanda. Moisture in the air and on the ground
© David Adjaye

Bissau. Indegenous roofs and colonial detail
© David Adjaye

Accra. Jamestown, the site of the colonial 
administration
© David Adjaye
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Mountain And Highveld

This terrain includes ten cities, from Asmara in the north to the mountain cities of Mbabane 
and Maseru in the south. The general environment of the region is comparatively permis-
sive, in the sense that the architecture does not need to take account of the extreme climatic 
conditions found in other parts of Africa. Because of the elevation, precipitation is high, the 
vegetation is lush, and the landscape is often bucolic. This is reflected in the picturesque, 
suburb-like quality that you find in most of these cities, with the exception of Asmara, Harare 
and Nairobi, the last being the most metropolitan city in the group. 

I have known about Nairobi since I was a child and heard my parents discussing its high 
buildings and their contribution to ‘the skyline of Africa’. At a later date, the grid of streets 
at its heart became even more dense, with the Aga Khan adding to the buildings of the 1960s 
and 1970s that impressed my parents. But as you move away from the centre, the suburbs 
roll out over the surrounding plateau and it becomes a landscape city where the vegetation is 
dominant.

In all the cities in this region, the landscape is significant for the way in which it allows differ-
ent types of architectural expression to sit comfortably side by side. In Nairobi, for instance, 
there are examples of Victorian, Sikh and Hindu architecture, and you have the modernism 
of different periods, as well as the postmodernism of the Aga Khan’s circular towers. These 
cities all have the capacity to absorb many different expressions without any sense of conflict. 
This is significant in view of their relative isolation, compared with West Africa, for instance, 
where the capitals are not that far apart. 

Travelling to Addis Ababa, you fly across a vast landscape with very little physical devel-
opment, until you rise up to the plateau where Addis stands and realize just how unique its 
location is. So the distances people may have travelled to reach these cities, and the baggage 
they bring, is part of their culture and is reflected in the architecture. Instead of the hybridiza-
tion that you find in the Sahel, you have singular architectural statements standing next to one 
another. Hybridization is not necessary here as it is included in the composition as a whole. 

Harare. Looking towards the centre
© David Adjaye

Asmara. Italian rationalist architecture
© David Adjaye

Kigali. The city fits the profile of the hill
© David Adjaye

Nairobi. ‘The skyline of Africa’
© David Adjaye
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Postscript

My overview of Africa’s capitals is based on visiting them and making a photographic record 
of the public, commercial and residential architecture. In the book we present a selection 
of images showing the salient characteristics of each building type on a city-by-city basis. 
Putting the cities in groups, according to the region in which they are located, allowed us to 
complete the final step of the process: to analyse the characteristics of the cities in a single 
region and identify the features they share in common.

When I was a child, my family lived in Dar es Salaam, Nairobi and Accra, and we visited 
other places such as Cairo. This experience left me with vivid memories, but I was unable 
to return to Africa on a regular basis until after I had completed my architectural studies in 
London. Revisiting the places I had known previously gave me a desire to understand this 
aspect of my heritage in more depth, and make my findings available to other people. I was 
curious to understand what had been built and whether it came from expedience, a relation-
ship to colonial power, economics, self-belief or self-identity. I have tried to reexamine famil-
iar tropes and typologies and, by documenting the fifty-three capitals, to provide a nuanced 
view of building activity across Africa. Although architecture can absorb ideas and influences 
from many sources, African architecture is ultimately very specific. It has a particular power 
and influence that organizes more than a billion people and contributes to their psyche, their 
identity, and the way they inhabit the city today.

Adjaye Africa Architecture is published by Thames and Hudson, London.

Abidjan.Single-storey housing with evergreen 
planting
© David Adjaye
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The work of Francis Kéré
and Heinrich Wolff, and 
African architecture networks

Berend Van der Lans
African Architecture Matters, Netherlands

Urban Africa is growing at an untamed pace. With economic development stimulated by the 
discovery of new natural resources in many countries of the continent, urbanization processes 
are accelerated. Privately driven investments result in rapidly changing cityscapes, a trend that 
is barely under the control of urban planning departments. Values of common interest, such as 
the historic layering of the city, socio-economic balance in the urban reality, and a safe public 
realm, are under tremendous pressure. As urban challenges unfold, cities grow increasingly 
dense and large. The physical impact on the environment is extreme. Reduced energy consump-
tion, waste control, efficient planning and thoughtful use of material are crucial in order to keep 
cities liveable and economical, but these elements are often still neglected. The social impact 
is equally serious, as poverty and unemployment on a grand scale threaten stability and safety.

Existing urban planning schemes fall short. While in the West, conventional planning processes 
have shown their limitations because of a lack of flexibility in times of crises, it also seems 
obvious that urban development in Africa needs to be addressed in a specific way. Urban plan-
ning departments often face limited capacities and are overpowered by private parties. Another 
direction is needed, a search for common interest, and strategic alliances among all relevant 
stakeholders in the urban realm.

This is why a new paradigm is being defined. Top down urban master planning is no longer 
the answer to the challenges at stake. Inclusive thinking is increasingly seen as the key to sus-
tainable urbanism, with a role for communities, social and cultural actors, as well as private 
investors. This contributes to a balanced and inclusive growth model with a broad ownership.

Individual architects and new networks in Africa are making a difference.  We present here 
a few singular examples of their visionary work in cultural buildings, educational structures, 
and network building.

Gando primary school
Photo: Francis Kéré
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The architect and his position as enabler

South African architect Heinrich Wolff engages local communities in design processes, de-
signing buildings to create jobs and educate stakeholders in multiple ways. Heinrich Wolff is 
hailed in South Africa for bringing innovative architecture to underserved communities. He 
believes architects can contribute to social change by developing the richness of architectural 
intentions through a process of consultation with the concerned stakeholders, but also by adher-
ing to a principle labelled by Bengali economist Amartya Sen as ‘the expansion of freedom’: 
creating job opportunities, facilitating physical protection, and developing infrastructure for 
health and education. 

Wolff’s vision has also been deeply influenced by the post-apartheid political transition that 
took place in South Africa in the 90’s. The radical change that was needed and the participatory 
process of the transformation shaped his optimism and critical observations of the existing sys-
tem. Instead of looking for binding elements or a national expression, he embraces the cultural 
uncertainty of the present time as an opportunity for invention. Wolff believes that architects 
need to contribute to the redefinition of society by creating their own agenda for social change. 
This cannot be left to the government alone. The shift in cultural values of society needs to 
transpire in architecture and urban planning. 

Wolff sees five important elements in social change, which he aims to address in his work:

1. Development of freedom: Extending the freedoms of the individual, through architecture 
and the building process.

2. Environmental responsibility: Environmental change as an essential component of social 
change. Local building materials,locally sourced and with a minimal environmental foot-
print are used, while aspects such as optimised daylight, entry, orientation of buildings, 
water collection and other techniques are implemented.

3. Perpetuation of the values of dignity, equality and freedom of expression through archi-
tecture: overturning the differential treatment of people in spatial practices.

4. Contribution to a more labour-absorbent economy: Awareness of the potential of archi-
tecture for local skills development and job creation. These elements influence design 
decisions.

5. City as an open and all-inclusive domain: Closer alignment between a city’s shape and 
socio-political objectives. 

In his projects, Wolff documents situations where this is working and criticises shortfalls. The 
above may be seen as an engaged, rational and strategic process, but Wolff claims that architec-
ture is also autonomous and irrational. Architecture needs to be both engaged and autonomous, 
to make space for imagination and invention. We all have our personal reading of the world that 
contributes to the cultural diversity that is claimed in South Africa. Wolff aims to contribute to 
the social change by equally being engaged and sensitive to what is there, as well as by produc-
ing works which are unique, that nobody has seen before. Heinrich Wolff was leading Noero 
Wolff Architects with Jo Noero between 1998 and 2012. Since 2012 he runs Wolff Architects 
with his wife Ilze. 

Red Location regeneration with a Museum is a major cultural project developed by Noero 
Wolff Architects. Noero Wolff Architects won the competition for the design of the Red Loca-
tion Museum at the ‘National Site of Struggle’. The project initiators Govan Mbeki and Ray-
mond Mhlaba, both Apartheid Struggle leaders together with Nelson Mandela in the Rivonia 
Trial, had lived at Red Location, and their objective was to rejuvenate the area through a historic 
museum site.

Wolff realized that the first step to take, before designing, was the improvement of the life-world 
of the community in the area. While keeping the memory on the Struggle alive, the project aimed 
to be a positive impulse for the area. Red Location had no surfaced roads, municipal services 
or greenery, so the first developments involved road construction, water supply, street lighting, 
landscaping and a small market place. In parallel to this cultural project, political promises were 

Berend
Van der Lans
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made for social housing. But the perception of the community was that funds for housing would 
instead go to the museum. The architects took this seriously and put off the construction of the 
museum for two years, until the social housing was complete. Supported by SIDA (Swedish 
International Development Agency), Noero Wolff Architects also designed a group of houses in 
line with the few brick structuresand the now available basic infrastructure, in this way forming 
street space. The houses were designed after study and consultation with the local community, 
allowing for ground floor shops and urban agriculture, accommodating the physically disabled, 
subletting parts to tenants for generating additional income.

For the museum design, monthly meetings were held with representatives from the community, 
local politicians, municipal officials and museum experts. The discussion informed the archi-
tects about the local histories, significant events, and Struggle leaders, and guided the concep-
tion of the design. It also continued after the museum completion, as an oral history project.

The project was initiated in 1994, launched with an architectural competition in 1998, and spans 
a series of constructions, the last one planned for 2022. Most recently, in 2011, the Art Gallery 
and Library archive were completed. The buildings show respect to the area in which they are 
built through their material use, and also by the wrapping of the Art Gallery around an original 
corrugated iron bungalow dated from 1902. The bungalow was carefully restored by its owner 
and is now under regular monitoring and care, provided by a group of local residents as part of a 
job creation programme. In line with the city’s policy of skills transfer, the contractor used 50% 
local labour and provided on-site training. The next phase comprises the construction of 210 
social housing units, two theatres, an arts and crafts school, a backpackers lodge and commer-
cial spaces. The choice of building materials is based on local procurement, resulting in a small 
environmental footprint and making repair and maintenance easy, especially for the housing 
components. In addition, this makes the creation of adjustments and additions in the housing 
easy for the inhabitants.

Red Location Museum, Port Elizabeth, Eastern Cape, 
by Noero Wolff Architects,1998 – present.
Photo Rob Duker
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Red Location Museum, Port Elizabeth, Eastern Cape, 
by Noero Wolff Architects,1998 – present.
Photo Dave Southwood

The architect and his position as innovator

Burkina architect Diébédo Francis Kéré exemplifies the innovative use of local resources 
and techniques. As first-born son of the Gando village headman, Kéré could go to school and 
started working as a carpenter in 1978. Via German development projects he continued his edu-
cation, and graduated in architecture at the Technical University of Berlin in 2004. Already dur-
ing his studies, Kéré became determined to use his newly acquired knowledge to improve the 
quality of life and chances of inhabitants of Gando, 200 km from Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso’s 
capital, in the arid south-eastern planes of the country. This village houses around 3000 souls, 
mostly farmers. The literacy rate in Burkina Faso is one of the lowest in the world, estimated at 
26% (UNESCO EFA Monitoring report 2009), leaving most people no alternative but farming. 
In the past decades, the government and foreign institutions had completion of basic education 
as a key focus. This led Kéré to start a Germany-based fundraising association in 1998 to sup-
port the construction of schools in his home area. His first design for a primary school, in 1999, 
was based upon innovative use of local materials and techniques, to be constructed by members 
of the community themselves. 

Construction of the Gando primary school started in 2000 and was completed in one year, 
other buildings following, such as teachers’ residences, additional school buildings, a library 
and also secondary school buildings. At first, the population had difficulty accepting that tradi-
tional building materials and techniques perceived as primitive could produce robust and large 
buildings. The primary school and the residences were awarded with the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture in 2004, even before Kéré graduated. Since then, his successive projects earned 
several renowned awards, such as the Global Award for Sustainable Architecture in 2009, the 
Regional Holcim Award Gold in 2011 and Global Holcim Award Gold in 2012.

The innovative use of local building materials in the first buildings was modest. The traditional 
‘banco’ clay technique was replaced by clay bricks added with a small percentage of industrial 
cement and handpressed, so that they would resist to rain better, while the walls were kept un-
der a large sheet metal roof, supported by a light metal structure. The massive walls keep the 
coolness of the night, while natural ventilation between the brick ceiling and the metal sheeting 
avoids direct sunlight, and cross ventilation in the classroom keeps the interior climate bearable. 
Rainwater is directed from the roof into a pond, and can be used for irrigation. Structural use 
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of wood was avoided, since hardwood is scarce and it is not a traditional building material, and 
there is little expertise in carpentry. Most of the labour force was locally recruited and trained 
on the job. In later buildings, innovation went much further. New concepts were developed to 
improve building techniques and passive climate control, such as underground tubes cooling air, 
strategic use of vegetation, reforestation, double skin roofs and facades to achieve significant 
thermal reduction. 

Francis Kéré is involved in many other remarkable projects, a most exceptional one being the 
Operndorf Afrika, envisioned as a global art project, connecting cultures and aiming to over-
come the division between art and life. The Opera Village, about 20 kilometres from Ouaga-
dougou, is designed to include a festival theatre, workshops, a health station, guesthouses and a 
school for music and film classes. Simple basic modules, which depending upon their function 
differ in quality and materials, constitute the entire village. Self-construction is used for the most 
simple structures, and the use of local materials is promoted as much as possible. The theatre 
hall will serve as a place of encounter and exchange. The project was initiated in 2010, and as 
of January 2013 is in its health station facility construction phase.

Another project, this time inside a capital city, is the recently completed National Park of 
Mali in Bamako, revived to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the country’s independence 
from France. Supported by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, the former botanical gardens were 
redeveloped to make them a pleasant and safe place for recreation and refuge from bustling city 
life. The park buildings were designed by Kéré’s firm, inspired by the local modernist style of 
the 50s and 60s. They include entrance buildings, a restaurant and a sport centre, all designed 
with well-ventilated half open, half closed ‘in between spaces’ for meeting and interacting. The 
buildings have a distinctive roof construction, providing highly required shade for recreation. 
Shaded breathing and closed walls contribute to a pleasant interior climate. Rainwater collec-
tion from the large roofs, and the locally-sourced and installed stone cladding, contribute to the 
environmental sensitivity of the project. 

Kéré’s work shows that excellent understanding of local contexts is an essential factor, and that 
the Diaspora can play an important role in innovation in Africa.

Gando primary school, interior 
Photo  Erik-Jan Ouwerkerk
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African Architecture Networks and Expertise Centres

In recent years, specific challenges of Africa’s built environment have been recognised and 
are addressed by various networks and expertise centres. Below are a few significant players 
on the continent.

African Centre for cities (ACC)
In Africa, urban-related research is highly fragmented. The central objective of the acc is to 
provide a base from which to critique urban issues and offer alternative solutions. The aim 
of the acc is (1) to partner closely with policy making centres to provide an alternative per-
spective on dealing with critical urban issues and (2) to provide an intellectual base for inter-
disciplinary, urban related re- search with established relations with international funders and 
think tanks. The  ACC was established in 2007 at the university of Cape Town in south Africa 
and has been led by Professor Edgar Pieterse since then. It offers a base for research and 
organises conferences, events, lecture series as well as produces publications and makes use 
of other media. It also produces the African city reader together with Chimurenga Magazine.

Association of African planning Schools (AAPS) 
Many African planning schools operate in a context in which urban planning practices, na-
tional planning legislation and planning curricula remain largely inherited from their colonial 
past and continue to promote ideas and policies transferred from the global north. Many of 
these ideas and practices are inappropriate in contexts characterised by rapid growth, poverty 
and informality. AAPS recognises that fundamental shifts in the content and pedagogy of ur-
ban traning programmes are required. The AAPS was initiated in 1999 in Dar es salaam and 
formally established in 2002. In 2008, in association with the ACC in Cape Town, it held its 
inaugural conference and started a programme of capacity building and exchange. The AAPS 
is based at the university of cape Town in South Africa.

ArchiAfrika
As a broad and multi-disciplinary informal network, Archiafrika brings together architects, 
planners, educators, artists and all other experts relevant in the built environment on and 
beyond the continent for a broad discourse encompassing the role of socio-cultural inspired 
development. Archiafrika offers a platform for debate and exchange of information through 
biannual conferences, their website and magazine. Special attention is given to the next gen-
eration architects and planners of Africa through intensified collaboration in the Archiafrika 
educational network. a group of 14 architecture schools based in Africa gathered in Ghana 
in June 2012 to define what is needed in architecture education in Africa and find common 
grounds for a collaborative programme, including student workshops, exchange of students 
and tutors as well information sharing. The network presently includes architecture schools 
from Morocco, Dakar, Ghana, Togo, Nigeria, Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, Mozambique and 
South Africa but its specific aim is to extend further across the continent and to cross the ‘nat-
ural’ language borders. Archiafrika is based in Accra, Ghana and is led by activist architect 
Joe Osae Addo since 2010. The organisation had been founded in 2001 by a group of Dutch 
architects (Berend Van der Laans and Antoni Folkers) with experience in Africa.

AfrikArchi
AfrikArchi is a non-profit organization established in 2011 by Romarick Atoke and based in 
France. It is represented in several African countries such as Algeria, Benin, Cameroon, Ivory 
Coast, Gabon, Ghana, Guinea, Mali, Morocco, Niger, Uganda, Rwanda, Senegal, Togo and 
Tunisia. Its goal is to support and amplify Architecture, Civil Engineering and Urban Plan-
ning education in Africa and to foster a positive image and dynamics for local materials use 
in local construction. It seeks to stimulate inspiration and creativity in young architects, urban 
planners and engineers, and provide these sectors opportunities to appreciate architectural 
and technical possibilities. The ultimate goal is to raise awareness among African decision 
makers that the sectors of Architecture, Urbanism and Civil engineering represent a very im-
portant potential for economic opportunities for Africa and its development.
AfrikArchi organizes competitions,  exhibits of competition projects, lectures, and issues the 
AfrikArchi magazine.

www.africancentreforcities.net 

www.africancitiesreader.org.za

www.urbanafrica.net

www.africanplannigschools.org.za

www.afrikarchi.com

www.archiafrika.com
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A rich heritage
of Africa-Europe collaboration

Joe Osae-Addo
Chairman, ArchiAfrika, Accra, Ghana

The partnership between Europe and Africa has a long and rich history, from the architectural 
influence of North Africans in Southern Europe, to the influences on global trade of the first 
Portuguese traders who arrived on the shores of West Africa and to present day with Euro-
pean contractors changing the skyline of Africa’s financial centers. When thinking about new 
partnerships between Africa and the Eureope and development in a sustainable sense, we 
should build them around the rich heritage that these cultural exchanges have achieved over 
the centuries. We should resist the concept of introducing recycled ideas about development 
in Europe as relevant in Africa.

The goal of our organization, ArchiAfrika Foundation, is to broaden the discourse on Africa’s 
built environment to encompass the role of socio-cultural design inspired development. We 
believe that the continent’s development should be firmly rooted in the heritage inspired by 
both its own traditions as well as its historical connections with other continents. Africa and 
Europe have for long inspired each other, changed the way we view ourselves and mutually 
added to our knowledge of the world.

The goal of our organization is to develop partnerships and collaborations and create a plat-
form that enables the democratic transfer of ideas, technologies and innovations, while en-
suring that the actual implementation of development is interoperable and complementary 
to Africa’s culture and traditional building and development systems. We also aim to ensure 
that government, business and individual creative professionals can drive the development 
and evolution of the rich ecosystem of culture, arts and professional services that citizens 
need. This type of approach will build a lasting framework for cooperation that will encourage 
future innovation. 



112

Development as a potential threat to culture

Development in Africa has long meant the ‘erasure’  of the  old to make space for the new 
gleaming structures of modernity. ArchiAfrika, as with others, believes that this approach is 
a threat to our sense of identity, tradition and culture. Policies of conservation should not be 
an anathema to progress and modernity. Creatives in Africa must engage in this discourse ac-
tively, and be advocates for modernity, but not ‘at any cost.’ We must, through our work, lead 
by example and therefore be part of a policy enactment for sustainable and inclusive develop-
ment.

The iconic ‘mud hut ‘ is a perfect metaphor about how African designers and creative people 
should engage with development on all levels. The mud hut represents the vernacular and 
the functional and certainly all the good principles of contextual sustainable architecture, in-
formed by culture in all its dynamism.

The mud hut does not try too hard and is quite proud of its pedigree, the DNA of a tropical 
structure, which has not evolved for centuries. It is time to re-interpret it organically and not 
to disown what is rightfully ours. The erasure of the ‘mud hut’ approach  in contemporary 
architectural and cultural discourse exemplifies what is so wrong about aspects of Africa’s 
development. As with all narratives, new meanings must be derived from new context. This 
requires a lot of hard work and research and coming to terms with who we are and what our 
aspirations are. The ‘mud hut’ may have been abandoned but it cannot be forgotten. Africa and 
EU need a collective passion to support one another and promote what is relevant to Africa 
and developed by Africans.

Protection of architectural heritage is an important piece of the puzzle of finding a develop-
ment model that is relevant and sustainable. In the 1960s as African nations were born, archi-
tecture was often used as the medium of translating national heritage and culture. However 
many of these iconic buildings of Africa inspired modernist architecture were designed by 
foreign architects, mainly Europeans who understood culture and context, and left a legacy of 
well trained architects and artisans, who championed this effort. Where is the next generation 
of ‘inno-native’ design professionals? 

Today, the second wave of ‘colonialism’ is underway, with  Chinese and Indian in-
spired  interventions  on our  cityscape. Many iconic buildings are  part of our heritage, and 
understanding the context in which they were  built is important. African  architectural re-
sponses need to be understood differently and redefined ‘in our own words.’

True development must embrace the African sustainable and traditional building systems, 
while also understanding the complex influences of foreign ideas on our heritage. This is why 
ArchiAfrika has championed initiatives such as Friends of the National Museum of Ghana 
and Friends of the Children’s Library, which aim to protect and preserve architectural heritage. 

Joe Osae-Addo
Joe Osae-Addo (Ghana) trained at the 
Architectural Association in London. He 
worked in Finland, the UK and the USA, 
setting up his practice in Los Angeles in 
1991. He is a founding partner in the A + D 
Museum, Los Angeles, whose mission is to 
advance knowledge and to enable people 
to appreciate and understand architecture 
and design. He moved back to his native 
country Ghana in 2004 and is currently the 
CEO of Constructs LLC, an inno-native 
design firm based in Accra and Tamale 
in Ghana, West Africa. Addo serves as 
Chairman of ArchiAfrika in Accra.
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Creative professionals in development

Much has been stated about the role of the arts in the development of sustainable and inclu-
sive architecture in Africa through platforms such as the Kampala Declaration, including an 
insistence on locally focused, community driven and nationally approved architecture and 
planning. It is time to bring all these lofty goals to reality.

The key to bringing our goals to earth is to pledge to engage with alternative voices, rather 
than depending on the usual suspects. Africa is developing and growing, despite and in spite 
the lofty goals of its development partners. For Europeans to stay relevant as true partners in 
our development, Africans may require you having to adopt counter-intuitive approaches, 
which embrace the culture and traditions of Africans. It is only Africans who will be able to 
nurture and implement projects on the continent. However, together we can guide our growth 
to adopt more sustainable and relevant approaches through giving a voice and platform for 
the creative professionals on the continent to present and implement ideas within the devel-
opment agenda. It is Africans that must develop Africa, not the Europeans.

ArchiAfrika is doing its part in small ways that we hope will encourage similar movements 
across the continent. Firstly, we host a monthly discussion series called Adventurers in the 
Diaspora contributes actively to the dialogue on the built environment in Accra Ghana (the 
headquarters of ArchiAfrika). The AiD invites leading thinkers, industry leaders, creative 
professionals, companies supporting creative industries, national policy makers and heads 
of institutions, artists, musicians, expatriates, architects, students and other curious people to 
discuss the role of the creative fields in the national development agenda.

We are also creating an online lecture series for 10 architectural schools across the continent 
to connect with leading architects and thinkers from across the globe through the ArchiAfri-
ka Educational Network. The youth of Africa will lead change on the continent and we must 
quickly adopt ways to close the information and technology gap in education and professional 
training.

This year, we have also launched the Creative Force initiative together with the Prince Claus 
Fund of the Netherlands to promote ‘inno-native’ design solutions in development initiatives. 
Africa’s cities are growing at a phenomenal rate but municipal governments lack the human 
and financial resources to respond to the complex problems associated with rapid urbaniza-
tion. ArchiAfrika Foundation and the Prince Claus Fund will work together to create partic-
ipatory engagement and a program of volunteerism to inspire a new generation of young de-
sign professionals to enhance the built environment landscape and urban experience through 
design. In 2014, design competitions will be held in Accra and Cape Coast to transform four 
public spaces including bus stops and parks through public engagement in the design process. 
We are also hosting our African Perspectives conference in Nigeria later this year. 



ArchiAfrika
Poster aid arts catalyst
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Citizens make cities,
not buildings

Anne Leemans
Secretary General, Yellow design Foundation, Brussels, Belgium

In 1960 the world counted two mega cities, New York and Tokyo; in 2011, the number had 
risen to twenty-two. By 2025 this figure is expected to hit thirty-six, three in Africa (Lagos, 
Kinshasa and Cairo) and twenty-two in Asia. Prospective studies consistently announce an 
explosive growth of urban populations.  As a result, the focus on the state and dynamics of 
public space(s) has become a key policy topic for governments and local authorities, both in 
developed and in developing countries. A deep involvement of architects and urban planners 
becomes necessary to address the challenges provoked by this growth, as well as, and this is 
of major importance, of civil society at large. The quality and open character of public space 
is to be considered a major catalytic converter for inclusiveness and city development, there-
fore acting as a lithmus-test for democracy. 

What follows are reflexions from a number of years of field research in different continents.

In various cultures a specific word carries the meaning of public space. The Tsiluba word 
TSHISALU [Congo] for public square, market --  refers to a space yet more exactly to the ac-
tivities of people on the square. The Amharic ‘megenangna’ ( ) and the Turkish ‘may-
dan’ refer to a meeting square and carry the connotation of gathering of people. These terms 
do not so much refer to a built, structured or constructed environment, but rather to what 
people tend to do in a such a space: gather, talk, discuss, propose, agree, buy, sell, have fun, 
or even disagree. A similar meaning is conveyed by the Zulu and Xhosa words ‘indaba’ a 
conference, gathering of people under a tree in the village. 

Building on what aalready exists, is vibrant  and captures the notion of gathering, conference 
and meeting of people is important. , because public space, if well conceived, designed and ma-
naged, can provide the necessary stimulus to city dynamics, inclusiveness and social cohesion.
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People, not bricks, make communities and cities.

Public space in a democracy is the region, the heterotopia, whereto people have free access, 
independent of their background, social status, intellect, culture, gender, political views or 
religion. Public space is where different generations and cultures learn to observe, know and 
possibly speak with one another, where formal and informal (though not illegal) interact and 
where structure and convention can meet, adopt or clash with spontaneity and creativity.  It is 
the place where grass-roots can be given a voice and an audience.

At the same time it is the space par excellence that requires coherent planning with regards 
to the surrounding built environment. A public space, be it in the shape of a circle, square as 
a piazza or a park, will attract visitors from different origins  and horizons. It will function as 
an observation point,  market, meeting and/or as a transit and waiting hub for busses and taxis 
and in doing so it will allow neighbours, villagers and/or other visitors to pass-by, communi-
cate and connect. It is also the meeting place where explicit (e.g. no litter, no fire) and implicit 
(mainly cultural) rules are to be observed.

The crucial objective in the development and management of public space is to make formal 
and informal activities coincide as well as to interact with their immediate surroundings and 
more distant neighbourhoods, while welcoming initiative and learning from mistakes in order 
to improve. 

Informal activities are local initiatives and are not systematically on offer, neither integrated 
in any official structure or platform. They may include markets with local vendors selling 
organic seasonal products, people selling home cooked meals, a local school exhibiting art 
work of its students, a hospital informing about the opening hours for free check-ups and con-
sultation or their need for donors, a company posting job offers, families posting obituaries, 
acrobats and jugglers presenting acts for donations, or beggars passing by, etc. Markets in a 
public space can efficiently serve as a tool to attract visitors while generating a positive dy-
namic in a neighbourhood. They are flexible in their occupation of space, can easily diversify 
their offerings, and bring a lively atmosphere to the neighbourhood as market vendors in most 
cases speak a more spontaneous and direct language than do operators of stationary shops.

It follows that maintenance as well as safety and security of public space in the shape of these 
mentioned markets, parks or piazzas are essential but come with a cost, as do roads, bridges 
and tunnels.

Anne Leemans
Anne Leemans (Belgium) is Secretary 
General of the Yellow design Foundation. 
Originally trained as an interpreter (E-S), 
Leemans joined an international design 
group, and between 1993 and 1996 she 
coordinated the design development process 
of Thalys, the first pan-European railway 
initiative. In 1999 she created Fontana 
identity and design, specializing in the 
creation, development and implementation 
of visual identity and (corporate) branding. 
In 1997 she became a board member of 
the Belgian Institute for the Promotion of 
Industrial Design which in 2004 became 
Yellow design Foundation. Between 
2004 and 2007 Leemans and her team 
coordinated a research programme 
conducted in six European countries and 
focused on the link between perceived 
security and design. This ultimately lead 
to the development of SPIN-UP (Security 
Perception in Intermodal Stations for Urban 
Public transport) methodology. In 2010 
Leemans got involved in an international 
research project on the design of major 
European interchanges with the objective 
of developing a toolbox to guide operators, 
authorities, urban planners, architects and 
real estate developers and other stakeholders 
along the process. In the Spring of 2011 
Anne and her team carried out a benchmark 
of major interchanges in South and South 
East Asia. Currently Leemans is developing 
an international research project on the 
contribution of mobility to low carbon cities 
with the backing of UN Habitat. Since 
February 2012 Leemans’s team is involved 
in the Sustainable Urban Development 
experts’ network of UN Habitat.

Megenangna square, Addis Abbaba
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In some parts of the world, we observe that maintenance, programming and management of 
parks and piazzas is often outsourced by public authorities to private organizations and man-
aged by specific entities under collaborative partnerships. Well-known examples are Central 
Park and Bryant Park, both located in Manhattan, New York. In the case of Bryant Park, funds 
are raised and taxes levied thanks to the creation of a Business Improvement District (BID), 
which is under a special jurisdiction within New York City that charges taxes beyond the rates 
assessed on property in the rest of the city, in order to provide correspondingly higher levels 
of public service. Visitors, property owners and business operators all benefit from a lively 
and well-maintained park.  There is hardly any doubt that collaborative governance can be a 
force multiplier for a city. However, we can state that fairly frequently donors wish to impose 
their views on what is valuable or good for the park. The risk of privatization and commer-
cialization of the public space is therefore clear.

They are examples at the other end of the megenangna, tsisalu, maydan or indaba spirit where 
people rather than programs or bricks are at the core.

In order to safeguard public interest and to protect the diversity and information interchange 
character of public space, it is vital that preferences, discretion and issues of control remain in 
the hands of impartial bodies, that is city authorities supported by civil society.

A well-designed public space - where not everything is laid-out nor programmed and where 
the informal is welcomed - stimulates understanding, interaction and communication between 
citizens and between citizens and government, this strengthens the request for investment and 
care by government and civil society. In this respect, public art projects in which civil society 
groups visualize their aspirations for the city or the neighbourhood can be used as a first step 
to stimulate people to participate and discuss the attractiveness and well-being of public space 
in their neighbourhoods.

This attractiveness of public space and the inherent sustainable urban planning are probably 
the most important tools that both governments and civil society can use to promote the val-
ues we aspire to in democracy.  

Governments can meet the impact of rapid urban population growth and expansion, thanks 
to inclusive and sustainable urban master planning planning, starting from standardized and 
comparable statistics with regards to the expected demographic growth in specific zones or 
districts, projecting different activity and financial scenarios, checked and balanced by citizen 
participation in the decision-making process in order to boost social equity and cohesion as 
well as confidence, peace and security. Developing the voice and strength of civil society thus 
will allow to identify  and address the most pressing attention needed for future growth.



Calvin Danolo (Zimbabwe), from the Harare Street 
series, 2000 ©Calvin Donto
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The value of culture and crea-
tivity in urban development

Thomas Melin
Director Ag., External Relations, UN-Habitat, Nairobi, Kenya

Cities need to be designed and managed in a way that exhibits human complexity and a con-
cern for the common good. The collaborative efforts of BOZAR, the European Commission 
and UN-Habitat have explored the underlying appreciation of the common good and have 
gained an understanding that sustainable urban development –inclusive of equity, participation 
and choice- on its own is not enough. In addition, urban existence desires Culture to offer a 
sense of appreciation and understanding of the unknown and Creativity to provide stimulation, 
inspiration and challenge us to think outside of the ordinary. 

During the European Development Days in Brussels, Belgium on November 26, 2013, the 
aforementioned actors convened a panel discussion amongst leading experts on cities and cul-
ture titled ‘The value of culture and creativity in sustainable urban development’. This was 
done to bring the issues of art, architecture, public good, the commons, culture and creativity 
as fundamental enablers of sustainability to the forefront of the discussion on development.

The Future is Urban

It was only a few years ago, mankind crossed the threshold where the urban population out-
numbered that of the rural population- this brought about a new era, the ‘urban millennium’. 

Alongside this shift came a new species of individual, one that thinks and interacts with more 
complexity and shares a multiplicity of views. He or she yearns for further stimulation and 
demands the opportunity to express him or herself by leading a socially complex lifestyle 
through creativity and interaction. As these individuals change and develop, so must the urban 
environment that stimulates them.

The formula is simple: adequately planned cities accommodate density – good density pro-
motes social interaction – spaces for social interaction accommodate a cultural and creative 
understanding – all this if governed effectively contributes to a common good. But, how do 

CONCLUSIONS
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urban planners, civil society and members of the community create an enabling environment 
that accommodates these essential elements?

Pier Giorgio Di Cicco, poet laureate of Toronto states “City soul is located in the architecture 
of the space between people and is predicated by congruent aspirations and social common-
ality. … An ugly city speaks of a soul derogative to itself. A lovely city speaks of people who 
have sought a higher version of themselves.”

The essence of the city is created between the buildings, in the everyday interactions of the 
citizens of the city- occurring in the spaces in between. Therefore, by creating public spaces 
that accommodate and promote positive interfaces, the city will personify the successful at-
tributes needed to establish what Pier Giorgio Di Cicco describes as ‘a lovely city’.

Public Space

Traditionally overlooked and undervalued by urban authorities, public space is gradually 
earning recognition as a prerequisite for sustainable living. Without spatial resources for 
personal, cultural and economic exchange, cities have been observed to descend into sites 
of exclusion, interdiction, environmental degradation and economic sterility.

During an illuminating discussion on this trans-disciplinary topic at the European Develop-
ment Days, it was suggested that the quality of public space is not determined by its design 
alone- it is equally determined by the use it is put to- its function. In turn, high quality 
public spaces -which attract multiple uses, and are safe and accessible- contribute to greater 
social cohesion and appreciation of others. Public spaces have the ability to build social 
cohesion and identity in and of a city; thus determining the quality of life in a city.

Such creative cities contribute to human development and help to mold better citizens, 
when people are happy, they interact, create and participate more, they build bridges where 
there are none and sustain links that already exist. In addition, people feel more positive 
about where they live and are more prepared to work in partnership with other interested 
groups for the benefit of the community. This is what the new species of citizens want out 
of their cities, a constant state of stimulation and aspiration. The arts, culture and a little 
bit of creativity and unconventional vision can have a transformative impact both socially 
and economically.

This type of transformation takes commitment and ownership from the multitude of stake-
holders that make up a city.  A recent report from the Brookings Institute came to the 
revelation that “Cities’ and metros’ capacity for action and innovation won’t be measured 
solely by the fiscal health of local governments, but rather on the financial commitments 
and engagement of private, nonprofit, and civic institutions and their leaders”. Therefore 
the success of creativity and culture in cities hinges on the commitment of its many stake-
holders involved. Attractive and stimulating cities attract talented and innovative people 
who seek experiences; public space offers the settings for such experience to be lived. It is 
understood, that the private sector also shares a commitment to investing in their cities to 
retain talent and not lose out to other creative hubs.

There are, however, challenges to creating a people-centered city through cultural dynamism.

The ‘creative city’ can be inclusionary or exclusionary, depending upon who contributes 
to, nurtures or accesses the creative solutions. Harnessing the potential of arts and culture 
requires this consciousness at all times. 

Thomas Melin
Thomas Melin (Sweden) is Head of 
External Relations of UN-Habitat, Nairobi. 
An architect and planner by profession, 
he has been working in the field of 
international urban development for more 
than 25 years. His long-term posts have 
been for Swedish Save the Children in 
Ethiopia, and the Port Elizabeth Low-
income Housing Programme in South 
Africa.  He held a variety of progressive 
positions at the Swedish International 
Development Cooperation Agency, Sida, 
where he served as Head of the Urban 
Development Division from 2005-2009 
when he joined UN-Habitat. Mr Melin is 
author of several articles and publications, 
among them, “Fighting Poverty in 
Historical Cities”.
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African Context

Africa is an immense region graced with the beauty and diversity of many different cul-
tures, lifestyles and mix of both tradition and modernity. Urbanization, presents this rapidly 
growing region with an opportunity through access to education, job opportunity, knowl-
edge exchange and most importantly the opportunity to celebrate cultural expressions. 

The Art at Work project has explored African capitals ranging from Cairo to Harare and 
confirmed three essential elements fundamental to the future success of these urban centres:

1. the commitment of a new generation of artists, arts professionals and architects in 
these cities;

2. the importance of access to culture in urban settings; and,
3. the need for urban space for creativity.

These elements are key factors for social cohesion and the exercise of democracy in the 
fast- growing and young cities of the developing world.

Post 2015

As we approach the Post 2015 era –which will define Sustainable Development Goals to 
take the place of the Millennium Development Goals- Culture and creativity can have a 
wide reaching impact if mainstreamed across all relevant goals. UN-Habitat is currently 
working to establish a sustainable development goal on urbanization- a key component of 
this is the value of public space in cities. This could include ways to measure culture and 
creativity in the urban environment, perhaps through the diversity of public spaces across a 
city. UN-Habitat works to promote sustainable urban development by turning urban sprawl 
into compact cities, segregation into integration and congestion into connectedness. To 
achieve this, we strive to include the key ingredients of culture and creativity in our work, 
and we look to our sister agencies such as UNESCO and global partners such as the Eu-
ropean Union to ensure the importance of this debate is prevalent in their dialogue inter-
nationally and demonstrated in the work they do. We call upon other institutions and civil 
society to do the same.

It is important that we bring the value of culture and creativity in urban development to the 
forefront of the development agenda before it is too late.
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Arts, architecture and urban 
expansion in Africa:
A snapshot
The timeline on the next pages maps some international cultural policies as well as ar-
tistic and literary initiatives in Africa all along the last century up to the present times as 
political and urban developments unfolded.

It provides key urban milestones and trends for several important African cities (Nairobi, 
Bamako, Lagos, Kinshasa, Cairo, Dakar, Johannesburg) and reveals the gradual engage-
ment of the arts into urban affairs, moving from literature and biennials to the establish-
ment of contemporary art centres and urban festivals.

Urban planning, architect networks and urban parks also developed significantly lately, 
as cities experienced exponential growth. Internationally, the focus of UNESCO wid-
ened, from cultural heritage protection to diversity and dialogue, the acknowledgement 
of cultural identity, and the strengthening of local skills and institutions. In the post-2015 
(post Millennium Development Goals) context, development policies are likely to move 
towards stability and sustainability, major challenges for African megacities.

This timeline, although very selective, helps visualize an essential aspect: the necessity to 
bridge the gap between urban population growth and the current state of play in culture-based 
urban planning, so as to secure a sustainable future.

Sources
United Nations, Department of economic 
and social affairs, Population Division 
(2008). World urbanization Prospects: 
The 2007 revision. 

Timeline of the 2010 Visionary Africa 
GEOgraphics exhibition at BOZAR, 
developed in partnership with eight 
African art centres in Africa.

SUM research

BOZAR research 

UN Habitat website 

Nairobi 24, Kwani Arts Trust, 2007

ANNEXES
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1920
1922 INDEPENDENCE 
OF EGYPT

1956-58 INDEPENDENCE
OF 3 COUNTRIES

1960-68 INDEPENDENCE
OF 36 COUNTRIES

1973-77 INDEPENDENCE
OF 8 COUNTRIES

1980 INDEPENDENCE 
OF ZIMBABWE

1960 198019701950
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1947 NATIONAL GALLERY OF ZIMBABWE

1956 MUSÉE NATIONAL DU MALI 

1969 1ST FESPACO FILM FESTIVAL - OUAGADOUGOU

1961 1ST WORLD FESTIVAL OF NEGRO ARTS - DAKAR
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1947 PRÉSENCE AFRICAINE - PARIS

1951 DRUM - SOUTH AFRICA

1956 1ST CONGRESS OF AFRICAN WRITERS & ARTISTS - PARIS

1961 TRANSITION - UGANDA
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FIRST MATATUS IN NAIROBI

1976 CARLTON CENTRE TOWER 
TALLEST BUILDING IN AFRICA 
JOHANNESBURG 223 M.

NUMBER OF CARS 
PER 1000 HABITANTS TODAY

KINSHASA
LAGOS
CAIRO
NAIROBI 
DAKAR
JOBURG
BAMAKO

190
23

114
110
64

241
10

NUMBER OF ARCHITECTS 
IN THE INTERNATIONAL 
UNION OF ARCHITECTS TODAY

DRC
NIGERIA
EGYPT
KENYA
SENEGAL
SOUTH AFRICA
MALI

800
4500

20000
530
116

4271
150

AVERAGE AFRICAN 
HOUSEHOLD SPENDS 18% OF 
MONTHLY INCOME ON URBAN 
TRANSPORT

CAIRO 2.5
JOBURG 0.9

LAGOS 0.3
KINSHASA - DAKAR 0.2
BAMAKO - NAIROBI 0.1

POPULATION 
IN MILLIONS

2008 = URBAN MILLENNIUM 

THE MAJORITY OF THE 
WORLD POPULATION 
LIVES IN URBAN AREAS

TODAY 60% OF
AFRICAN URBAN 
POPULATION 
LIVES IN SLUM CONDITIONS

1990

1984 1ST INTERNATIONAL CAIRO  BIENNIAL FOR CONTEMPORARY ART
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1980 INDEPENDENCE 
OF ZIMBABWE

1976 CARLTON CENTRE TOWER 
TALLEST BUILDING IN AFRICA 
JOHANNESBURG 223 M.

2000 20101990 2025 2050

1984 1ST INTERNATIONAL CAIRO  BIENNIAL FOR CONTEMPORARY ART

1991 CREATION OF DOUAL’ART

2007 1ST AFRICAN PAVILION AT VENICE BIENNALE

1ST BIENNIALS OF DAK’ART, RENCONTRES DE BAMAKO, FESPAM, ZIFF, FESPAD, 
JOHANNESBURG BIENNIAL, HIFA, GWANZA

CREATION OF THE CONTEMPORARY ART CENTRES: L’APPARTEMENT 22, 
NAIROBI ARTS TRUST, GODOWN ARTS CENTRE, DARB 1718, RAW MATERIAL 
COMPANY, CCA, STUDIOS KABAKO, PICHA, LA ROTONDE DES ARTS

2003 KWANI - KENYA

1993 ORGANIZATION OF WORLD HERITAGE CITIES

2005 UNESCO CONVENTION ON THE DIVERSITY OF CULTURAL EXPRESSIONS

2006 CHARTER FOR AFRICAN RENAISSANCE

2007 1ST TRIENNIAL OF PUBLIC ART - DOUALA

2002 ASSOCIATION OF AFRICAN URBAN 
PLANNING SCHOOLS CAPE TOWN

2000- 2010 URBAN PARKS CREATION & 
REHABILITATION BY AGA KHAN: FORODHANI 
GARDENS (ZANZIBAR), AL AZHAR PARK (CAIRO), 
PARC NATIONAL DE BAMAKO, NAIROBI CITY PARK

2004 NOBEL PEACE PRIZE FOR WANGARI MAATHHAI FOR SAVING THE UHURU PARK - NAIROBI

2009 FREEDOM PARK, LAGOS

2011 1ST AFRICAN ELECTRIC CAR (MAKERERE UNIVERISTY - KAMPALA)

2006 KENYA BUS SERVICE BANKRUPT

2000 MATATUS HANDLE 1,4 MIO PASSENGERS DAILY

2007 AFRICAN CENTRE FOR CITIES, UNIVERSITY CAPE TOWN

2012 ARCHIAFRICA NETWORK - ACCRA

ARCHITECTURE SCHOOLS 
EXIST IN 12 AFRICAN 
COUNTRIES

CONTROVERSY OVER AFRICA’S NEXT 
TALLEST BUILDING (SYMBIO-CITY 
NEAR JOHANNESBURG, 447 M.)

2007 1ST BAYIMBA FESTIVAL - KAMPALA
2008 1ST INFECTING THE CITY - CAPE TOWN

2009 DES CINÉMAS POUR L’AFRIQUE - BAMAKO/PARIS

2012 1ST KLA ART FESTIVAL - KAMPALA

2013 NAI NI WHO - NAIROBI
2013 PICHA CITY MAPPING BY ARTISTS - LUBUMBASHI

2012 1ST AFRICAN 
MONOPOLY GAME  
LAGOS

16.7 KINSHASA

15.8 LAGOS

15.5 CAIRO

5.9 NAIROBI

4.2 DAKAR
4 JOHANNESBURG

3.2 BAMAKO

2032

THE MAJORITY OF THE 
SUB SAHARAN AFRICAN 
POPULATION WILL LIVE IN 
URBAN AREAS

2050

AFRICA’S 
POPULATION
WILL REACH
2 BILLION

17

10

5

0
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Biographies of artists 
exhibited in the Art at Work 
pavilions between 2011-2012
Behailu Bezabih (Ethiopia) studied for 5 years and was awarded a DFA from the School of 
Fine Arts, Addis Ababa in 1981. After 20 of teaching, he pursued his studies, and recently 
graduated from the Transart Institute New York / Berlin, with a Masters degree in Fine Arts and 
New Media. His work has been exhibited in solo and group shows in Ethiopia, South Africa, 
Kenya, France, Germany, Ireland, Spain, Belgium and the United States. Behailu is a recipient 
of numerous national and international awards. Recently, he was awarded the well-respected 
Pollock-Krasner Foundation grant award. Scrutinising everyday life while creating his delirious 
mythology.

Rumanzi Canon Mbarara (Uganda, b.1991) works as a freelance graphic designer and artist 
using drawings, video and photography. He is one of the founders of and currently engaged in 
the long-term project History in Progress Uganda (HIP Uganda).

Yahya Diwer (Egypt) was born in Alexandria. He is a lead photographer with Egyptian 
contemporary art & culture and international culture resources institute . Yahya graduated from 
medical school and currently works as a junior gynecologist, medical consultant and freelancer 
photographer.

May El Hossamy (Egypt) studied at the Faculty of Fine Arts in Cairo. She received her Master’s 
degree in Art from France specializing in the subject that had begun to haunt her work in the 
last year in college: symbolism in Ancient Egypt. She held her first private exhibition in Spain, 
where she showed the colors and the different images of the Egyptian desert. Her photographic 
project Souq El Gomaa began in 2008,and took a sudden and unexpected turn when the souq 
burnt down in June 2010. This incident led to a short documentary, called Kan ya.Makan.

Nahla El Sabei (Egypt, b. 1983) graduated from the faculty of Art Education in 2006. She 
participated in different group exhibitions in painting, jewelry and Fashion including the “Dress 
Up Project” and “Fashion & Identity Night”, in cooperation with the Goethe Institute & SAWA 
workshop (Townhouse Gallery 2008). Nahla also participated in “From Inside to Outside” 
Exhibition at the Townhouse Gallery. In addition, she participated in different workshops in 
painting and drawing, jewelry and fashion. Nahla won the “Gazbia Seri prize” in 2005.

Tamrat Gezahagne (Ethiopia) creates moments of forceful irony by constantly reinventing 
the language of Ethiopian contemporary fine art, introducing a straightforward style that 
deliberately rejects sophisticated artistic techniques, preferring the bold directness of bright 
colours, or minimalist ink pen and the meticulous repetition of motifs. A new wide world is 
under construction under the genuine intervention of this artist with exceptional skills.

Tewodros Hagos (Ethiopia b.1974) graduated from the School of Fine Arts and Design, Addis 
Ababa University in 1995. In 1998, Tewodros left to Belgium, where he stayed for over ten 
years living and working in Antwerp. Since his return to Addis Ababa, Tewodros has managed 
to carve out a distinct style and is now regarded as one of the most promising Ethiopian painters 
of his generation. He has been exhibited at the Studio Amschloss, Berlin, B o u l e v a r d A m a 
n d l a , Antwerp, Bek Gallery Leuven, KN10 Gallery, Antwerp, Futuro Center, Rome & Atelier 
gallery Addis Ababa.
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Deo Kyakulagira  (1950-2000) started several photo studios (in Kalisizo, Entebbe and 
Kampala) and worked as a photographer for the ministry of agriculture and Mulago Hospital. 
The family of Deo Kyakulagira says that photography was Deo’s life. He never exhibited his 
work during his lifetime, but made, among other things, a wonderful series of self-portraits as 
photographer and many beautiful photographs of his family.

Hilary Maradzika (Zimbabwe) lives and works in Zimbabwe. She started photography in 
1991 as a BW printer then moved to coloal painting and taking pictures. Hilary has participated 
in Gwanza exhibitions from 2008 to 2009 and won the Gwanza first prize award in 2009. She 
attended world press workshops from 2008 to 2010 and currently works as a photojournalist for 
NEWSDAY. She also worked freelance for news agencies AP, AFP and Zimonline. Her work 
deals with human rights abuses, child labour especially in illegal gold and diamond miners in 
Zimbabwe. The Makorokoza series, for example, looks at how these people survive and at the 
same time ruin the environment. 

Tsvangirayi Mkwazhi (Zimbabwe, b. 1979) is a freelance photographer who has had his works 
exhibited in Mali, Netherlands, Germany, Brussels and several countries in Europe Asia and 
Africa. Mukwazhi is the Chief Photographer/ Picture Editor of one of Zimbabwe’s independent 
daily papers, The Daily News, and has won numerous CNN, World Press, Commonwealth 
Photographic awards. His photographic work was published in several international publications 
such as Newsweek, Time Magazine, and The New York Times. Mukwazhi 35, holds a Diploma 
in Mass Communication and Journalism (CCOSA) 2000 and a Diploma in Photography from the 
African United Colleges (SA). He currently lives in Zimbabwe and travels extensively in Africa 
freelancing for the Associated Press and several other International publications.  He brings 
works to the viewers’ atention to question attitudes about certain society groups, for example 
the Zimbabwe refuse collection team, whose work is looked down upon, yet the men still smile. 

Ali Abdel Mohsen (Egypt, b. 1984) currently works as a reporter for “Egypt Independent”. He 
curated an exhibition at Darb 1718 in July 2011 entitled “Maspero”.  Ali Abdel Mohsen knows 
how to make a good sandwich, if given the right ingredients. The bread should be freshly baked 
and NEVER heated in a microwave oven. Otherwise, Ali Abdel Mohsen will refuse to eat it. 
Ali Abdel Mohsen was born in the summer of 1984. Ali Abdel Mohsen knows what it takes. 
Ali Abdel Mohsen is aware he is not the only Ali Abdel Mohsen in this country, but he was 
definitely the first. Ali Abdel Mohsen stole my girlfriend. Watch out. Ali Abdel Mohsen is right 
behind you. He’s got a gun, and he’s not afraid to use it. Ali Abdel Mohsen shoots first, and asks 
questions later. But Ali Abdel Mohsen rarely gets any answers. Ali Abdel Mohsen would rather 
you go look at his drawings instead of standing here and reading this nonsense. 

Mohamed Monaiseer (Egypt) received a Bachelor’s degree in Specific Education, Art 
Education Department from Cairo University in 2011. He participated in the 21st Youth Salon at 
the Cairo Opera House along with the On-Edge Exhibition held at the Mashrabia Hall in 2011. 

Annie Mpalume (Zimbabwe) is born in Harare, where she works from and currently she is a 
practicing photojournalist with the Daily News. She graduated from the Market Photo Workshop 
in South Africa before joining daily News. Working as a photojournalist does not stop her from 
exploring art photography and through conversations with Calvin Dondo, she has seen her work 
growing day by day. She is interested in documenting social and political life in Zimbabwe, 
particularly from the point of view of women and children. Her passion is to be able to tell the 
African story from an African perspective.

Nancy Mteki  (Zimbabwe, b. 1989) started photography in 2008 at a South African local 
workshop called IIiso Labantu (The Eye of the People) founded by Alistair Berg and Sue 
Johnson. She first exhibited with IIiso Labantu at the 4th Cape Town Month of Photography 
2009and 2011 at the National Gallery of Zimbabwe, Harare. Mteki has worked for Newsday, a 
local newspaper in Harare and she also won the Devron Art Prize at the Dak’ Art 2012, Senegal. 
The award gave her n opportunity to be an artist in residency in Scotland in 2012. Afterwards 
Nancy had her first solo exhibition at the National Gallery of Zimbabwe entitled Mbereko. 
Nancy says she is inspired by people and their social life. Her work looks in particular at how 
women are perceived by their male counterparts and the way they raise their children. In her 
‘kombi’ series she explores the Kombi as an urban landscape in African cities, and how women, 
upon stepping into it, get undressed through the derogative language used by vana Hwindi, 
(Kombi conductors), a behavior in Zimbabwean society that she finds questionable.



Kibuuka Mukisa Oscar (Uganda, b. 1992) is a young photographer and videographer. He 
learned photography with the support of friends and is self-taught in videography. He is a 
dedicated long-term member of the Break Dance Project Uganda and documents their events 
and activities comprehensively. 

Bethule Nkiwane (Zimbabwe, b. 1979) works and practices in Zimbabwe. Bethule is one of 
the emerging photographers in Zimbabwe; currently he works as a photojournalist with the 
Daily News. Bethule got his training from the Market Photo Workshop in South Africa. On his 
return to Zimbabwe Bethule had a solo show at the National Gallery of Zimbabwe. He has also 
exhibited his work at a number of Gwanza exhibitions at the Gallery.  He is interested in people 
and tapping into the unknown stories. His work is more documentary. 

Believe Nyakudjara (Zimbabwe) is a photojournalist and documentary photographer, currently 
working as the Chief Photographer for The Sunday Mail Newspaper, a leading Zimbabwe 
Newspapers weekly broadsheet. He is a graduate in photojournalism from the Market Photo 
Workshop in South Africa. Nyakudyara has exhibited in Zimbabwe at the National Gallery of 
Zimbabwe and in South Africa mainly. He is interested in art photography and the themes of 
migration, identity and religion. 

Hani Rashed (Egypt, b. 1975) studied art with artist Mohamed Abla from 1994 to 2004. He 
worked in Egyptian television from 1994 to 2010. 

Mina Tadros (Egypt) graduated from the Faculty of Applied Arts in Cairo. He joined several 
exhibitions and Residency programs. Mina won First prize in drawing at the 51st Pioneers 
exhibition in Cairo in 2011, and also won a prize in drawing at the 21st Youth Salon in Cairo in 
2010.

Michael Tsegaye (Ethiopia) grew up in Addis Abeba where he attended Cathedral High School. 
He enrolled in the Economics Department of Addis Abeba University before transferring to 
its School of Fine Arts and Design. There, he received his diploma in painting in 2002, but 
soon gave up painting after he developed a severe allergy to oil paint. He subsequently found 
his passion in photography. In his photographic work, Michael focuses on social documentary 
projects as well as art photography.

Aaron Ufumeli (Zimbabwe) works, and practice in his home country like many Zimbabwean 
photographers. He is a self taught photographer and now working as a photojournalist with the 
local newspaper Newsday. Through a month of photography Gwanza he saw his work exhibited 
at the National Gallery of Zimbabwe. His big interest is in people and their way of life. The 
piece in this show entitled “High Jump”, says a lot about not giving up on life.

Gayaza High School is the oldest girls’ school in Uganda, founded in 1905 by British 
missionaries. Their photo archive houses documentation of school activities, portraits of Old 
Girls and two sets of lantern slides. One set was produced for educational purposes and shows 
images that were considered to represent Uganda in the first decade of the 20th century. The 
other set documents the early years of the school.
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“No society can flourish without culture
and no development can be sustainable without it”
UNESCO 


