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IntroductIon

In 2007 Marith Hope and Gavin Jantjes of the National Museum of Art, Architecture and 
Design, in Oslo initiated a project entitled Africa in Oslo, a unique and ambitious project aiming 
to create a knowledge exchange and new networks between curators based in Norway and in 
different countries in Africa. The first phase of twelve months started in January 2008 and 
consisted of research, exchanges, network development, curatorial discussion and the selection 
of participating artists. Six curators from Norway visited 18 African countries. In February 
2009, the second phase of the project resulted in six exhibitions opening in Oslo presenting a 
wide range of artists and different approaches towards the contemporary art field. The goal of 
the exhibitions was to present a new and emerging generation of African artists to a Norwegian 
public.  

Africa in Oslo was the first collaborative research project ever between Norwegian and African 
curators. It provided curators from the participating institutions with the unique opportunity to 
build new networks and develop their knowledge and understanding of the contemporary visual 
art scene on the African continent. It provided African curators with an insight into the cultural 
infrastructure of Norway’s capital city.  Oslo Museum; Intercultural Museum and Oslo Fine Art 
Society collaborated with the Centre for Contemporary Art, Lagos, Nigeria.  This culminated in 
the exhibition Maputo: A Tale of One City. 

the exhIbItIon

Africa tends to be considered as one country instead of a continent consisting of over fifty 
countries, an approach in which so much gets lost. Given the spatial limitations to present the 
exhibition and to avoid the shopping list model, a decision was made to focus on one country, 
even one city, and engage with its culture and history through the works of seven artists. Taking 
the city of Maputo as the curatorial reference point the exhibition attempts to highlight the ways 
in which artists explore and articulate the realities, histories, identities, energy and complexity 
of this city in transition across a diversity of media such as photography, video, painting, 
installation and drawing.

Maputo: A Tale of One City references the English novelist Charles Dickens’ book A Tale of 
Two Cities (1859). The book comments on a period of great unrest in Paris and London during 
the French Revolution. The story begins before the revolution, describing how the aristocracy 
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misruled over the rest of the population. It continues with the subsequent rage of the people 
against their rulers and ends with the way in which some of the revolutionaries get corrupted. 
Recent periods of unrest in Maputo are not far from Dickens’ concerns.

Mauro Pinto’s photographic work documents the city and its inhabitants. It is often the 
marginalised inhabitants of the city that are in focus, those who have lost hope, the children or 
the mentally disabled. In recent times it is a tragic event at Malhazine that has pre-occupied and 
united the city. On March 20th, 2007 a series of explosions erupted at the ammunition depot 
(portuguese: paiol) at Malhazine, built near a residential area by the Soviet Union in 1984. 
The depot still housed rockets and ammunition left over from the civil war. The explosions, 
which could be seen and heard from Maputo and its surrounding area, ended up killing nearly 
a hundred people and injuring hundreds more. Grenade shrapnel reached as far as Matula, 12 
km from Maputo, where eight people died and dozens of houses collapsed. After the explosion 
the government ordered three days of national mourning. This did not, however, pacify the 
community, who blamed the government for its inaction, especially after an explosion two 
months earlier. A month after the tragedy the government took the belated action of removing 
and detonating the remaining explosives. 

This tragic event was headline news for a substantial period. The pages of newspaper Savana 
reproduced in the exhibtion catalogue show the outrage and shock of the population. Savana, 
an independent weekly paper, is headed by Kok Nam, an established and well respected press 
photographer, journalist and artist who brought his documentary experience to maximum 
effect during this period. Mozambique has a long and rich history of photography, especially 
the documentary genre visible in the works of Ricardo Rangel, who has trained most of the 
subsequent generations such as Kok Nam, Luís Basto, Rui Assubuji and others. Recently, a 

Gotas de Subúrbio, 2005
Mauro Pinto

Solidão, 2008
Mauro Pinto
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new generation of photographers have begun to take more interest in the fine art and conceptual 
strategies the media offers, whilst still retaining the documentary tradition. In addition the 
biennial Photofesta in Maputo, which has held three editions (the fourth was to be in November 
2008 but was cancelled), has helped to develop, sustain and continue the tradition as witnessed 
in the work of emerging photographers such as Mauro Pinto and Tomas Cubano.   

Shortly after the explosions, Mauro Pinto went to Malhazine to document what remained; the 
wounded and killed, the collapsed homes, and the craters after the grenades and finally the funerals. 
The enormity of the accident, the shattering of lives, the spatial fragmentation was reminiscent of 
a time that once was, of a time whose wounds are yet to heal. Malhazine was a painful reminder of 
the recent past, and artists, writers and photographers have documented the aftermaths, which were 
not only physical but also psychological. That the government refused to take full responsibility 
for the catastrophe and even attempted to cover it up despite three days of national mourning was 
unbearable to the populace. Malhazine was a catalyst to voice their disbelief and discontent, to bring 
to the fore their frustrations and disappointment; to berate the lack of responsible governance, but 
above all to chide the government for its negligence of the people. 

Another artist to document the tragic effect through his drawing is Lourenço Dinis Pinto. In 
Explosions of Malhazine, a series of five drawings and in Paiol de Malhazine Maputo 20/03/07, 
Dinis Pinto shows isolated scenes of the tragedy: the explosion, the devastation it caused and 
the following funerals. In the first two drawings of Explosions of Malhazine one sees a woman, 
her hands filled with explosives and a man with a bellyful of ammunition. The artist comments 
on the rumours that were going around: especially the general belief that the tragedy was caused 
by someone’s illegal entry into the military storeroom to retrieve mercury from the ammunition; 
a version that contradicts the official version of the event.

Explosões de Malhazine, 2008
Lourenço Dinis Pinto
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Much of the economy of Mozambique is centred on the sea, and in the port city of Maputo many 
international influences abound. This process of exchange, of dialogue and interaction is also 
visible in the contemporary art scene of the city as well as in everyday life. In 2008, Nigerian 
artist Emeka Okereke spent three months creating a new body of work in Maputo entitled the 
Bagamoyo series. Okereke’s work explores the relation between people within the context of 
homogeneity as well as cultural diversity. The work of an artist constantly at a crossroads of 
several cultures, Bagamoyo deals with the diversity of people in a common space – Maputo bay. 
Situated at a point where the ocean partially divides the city into two, it forms a common point 
between the temporary and permanent inhabitants of Maputo and the daily movement back and 
forth between the mainland and the island Catembe. The focus of this movement is the ferryboat 
known as Bagamoyo, which carries goods and vehicles between the two destinations serving as 
a melting pot, containing tourists, foreigners and indigenes of Maputo. The ferry also stands as 
a symbolical object that assembles diverse cultures, activities and people into a defined space. 

Paiol de Malhazine, 2008
Lourenço Dinis Pinto

Woman Waiting, 2008
Emeka Okereke

The Ferry, 2008
Emeka Okereke
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Maputo is a city where old and new go hand in hand, a planned city with square blocks and 
wide avenues, and a Portuguese colonial past still visibly a part of the landscape. The typical 
architecture of the 70s is placed alongside new buildings being erected and abandoned. 
Zimbabwean artist and long-term Maputo resident, Berry Bickle presents a series of photographic 
images titled Unique in the World, Maputo, documenting projections of elephant foetuses on 
facades and abandoned buildings in the city. This work is a continuation of a series from 2004 
titled Swimmers from the collection of elephant foetuses from the Museum of Natural History 
in Maputo. Founded in 1911 and located in the middle of the city in a pseudo Gothic building, 
the Museum, is probably best known for its unique collection of foetuses showing the different 
stages of the 22 months long pregnancy period of an elephant. In 1910s the colonial government 
wanted to start agricultural cultivation in the southern part of the city. A group of hunters, led 
by a man named Carreira, were commissioned to clear up the area, leading to the killing of 
over 2 000 elephants. It was Carreira’s macabre idea to collect and save the foetuses found 
during the clean up. The saddest part of the tragedy was that in the end the area was never used 
for agriculture. Bickle’s first encounter with the collection was in 1991. At the time there was 
no electricity in the museum and the only light available was that which came from the open 
window shutters. For Bickle, the collection seemed like a mysterious and long forgotten part of 
the history of the country as well as an apt metaphor for the colonial history. 
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Ângela Ferreira examines almost forgotten architectonical structures, designed by idealist 
thinkers such as Gustav Klucis, J.J.P. Oud and Pancho Guedes and how these relate to colonial 
and postcolonial history, politics and contemporary art practice. In her recent work For 
Mozambique, 2008, the artist’s point of departure is her city of birth Maputo, which was the 
centre of major political and social struggle for the people. For Mozambique consists of three 
installations which capture two historical moments of great social and political optimism: The 
revolutionary Russia of the 1920s, denoted through the formal physical structure of the work; 
and the first period of independence in Mozambique, 1975-77.

For Mozambique starts with an agit-prop kiosk from 1922 by Constructivist Gustav Klucis 
used by Russian communist revolutionaries to convey their socialist messages. The structures 
were used as mobile bookstands as well as to screen propaganda film. By tilting the agit-prop 
kiosk Ferreira highlights the unstable period following moments of short lived hope: It took 
two decades to end the civil war in Mozambique. Two films are screened on For Mozambique 
(model nr. 2); the first Makwayela, directed by the French filmmaker and anthropologist Jean 
Rouch in 1977, is a documentation of Mozambican mineworkers performing a celebratory song 
and dance denouncing imperialism and apartheid. The second film documents a concert with 
Bob Dylan in Colorado, May 1976 where he performs the song Mozambique. Dylan sings about 
beach life, pretty girls and the desire to be ‘among the people living free’. Both videos comment 
on the feeling of euphoria that existed during independence. 

For Mozambique was only shown in Oslo. For the travelling exhibition the curators choose 
the photograph “Villa Algarve”. The building “Villa Algarve” was one of the many abandoned 
buildings in Maputo. This building captured the interest of Ferreira because of a contrasting 
tension between its painful history and the buildings aesthetic exterior. This building represents 
several layers of information. It housed the PIDE, the International and State Defence Police 
of Portugal during colonization. The PIDE (Polícia Internaticional e de Defesa do Estado) was 
an important tool for the Portuguese to maintain their colonial rule. The organisation could do 
research, arrest and detain people as long as they deemed it necessary. They were one of the 
most functional and effective secret police organisations. They had a broad network of police 
cells throughout Portugal and the colonies.

Antiga sede da pide, 2007
Ângela Ferreira
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Many political prisoners were interrogated and tortured in Villa Algarve, amongst others the 
late photographer Ricardo Rangel, who was arrested several times. He also had his photographs 
censored. Another artist who got imprisoned for 18 months was Malangatana, whose work was 
considered too nationalistic by the PIDE. Because of this history, the building remained empty 
for a long time after Independence taking on a highly symbolic significance for Mozambicans.

Contemporary artistic practice in Maputo would be incomplete today without the input of The 
Movement for Contemporary Art, Muvart, an artists’ collective created to stimulate the production 
of and theoretical thinking on contemporary art in Mozambique and abroad. As experienced by 
their contemporaries in other African countries, the spaces and platforms for experimental practices 
or critical debate are minimal. In the face of little if any subventions few artists have the luxury of 
creating works that don’t target a market whether in the country or abroad. This unique platform 
was started in 2000 by Hilario Pompilio, popularly known as Gemuce, and by Invan Serra. It was 
officially registered as an art association in 2003. Artist and curator Jorge Dias (b. 1972 in Maputo) 
was subsequently invited to join the association and has proved to be a vital member, organising and 
curating many exhibitions and projects. In recognition of Dias’ commitment and of the association’s 
vital role in widening the parameters of artistic practice and encouraging professional development, 
Julieta Massimbe, director of the National Museum of Art in Mozambique hired Dias as museum 
curator and entered into a collaborative partnership with Muvart.

In his swing painting series Gemuce depicts ordinary people in the streets of Maputo: a 
policeman, a Muslim lady or the artist himself are portrayed floating in the air. Maputo is a city 
where several cultures live side by side: whilst the Africans form the majority followed by the 
Portuguese, people of Arab, Chinese and Indian descent form a small but integral part of the 
population. By depicting the people on a swing, the artist draws attention to the precariousness 
of life, symbolising the pendulum that characterises urban life. The swing as general theme is 
used by many artists throughout art history, like Renoir, Fragonard and Yinka Shonibare as a 
metaphor for societal conditions and changes. 

Grandmother and Granddaughter, 2007
Hilário Pompílio

A Friend, 2007
Hilário Pompílio
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One of the younger artists embraced by Muvart, Rafael Mouzinho, uses everyday objects, 
salvaged as he moves around Maputo. However, his interest is not so much in the objects, but in 
their possibility as signifiers that are part of an intricate form of ‘decoding’ which could lead to 
an alternative visualization of reality. In his recent installation, Floating and Unconscious Field 
Meaning 2008, Mouzinho uses boxes varying in size as metaphorical containers of space, to 
explore the evolving nature of the city. In these containers, signs, social reality and experience 
are joined together to create an identity that is of the culture but which ultimately remains 
outside of normality.

The contemporary art scene in Maputo is nascent and vibrant. It is opening up its cultural 
parameters and showing an unwavering determination to engage with the world on its terms. Its 
legacy as a port city, a place of intersection and interaction, would have made it impossible to add 
only artists indigenous to or living principally in the city. The artists included in Maputo: A Tale 
of One City form a microscopic highlight of the country at large, and this diversity represents 
the city’s strength when harnessed. For the three curators, it seems each new generation goes 
through it’s own process of engaging with other cultures. Whilst a lot can be learnt from our 
predecessors, new ways need to be found for our own interaction and exchange, new partnerships 
and models of collaboration. With the inevitable mistakes that will be made, new experiences 
will be developed. With some luck our partnership will go some way to liberating us not only 
from our preconceptions but also our misconceptions. If that is the case, we have come some 
way on our journey and accomplished a lot.

Floating and Unconscious Failure of Meaning, 2008
Rafael Mouzinho
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PostscrIPt

After the initial showing in Oslo Maputo: A Tale of One City travelled over a 2 year period 
to 18 different locations in Norway and was seen by over 15,000 people.  One of the general 
responses from visitors in Oslo and across the country was that they did not expect to see 
”that kind of art” from Africa. There is a general expectation and presumption of that African 
art should tend towards the ‘traditional,’ that is to say wood sculptures, masks and drums. 
The Africa in Oslo project therefore contributed towards presenting the Norwegian audience 
a different insight into contemporary African art. As the exhibition toured around Norway, 
the curators felt that the possibility of presenting the exhibition in Africa should be explored. 
The exhibition pret a partager organised by the German organisation IFA successfully toured 
several countries in Africa debunking assertions that Africa could not and did not have the space 
to receive exhibitions from Europe or America.  

This led to a collaboration with the National Gallery of Zimbabwe in Harare in December 2011 
and more importantly, the exhibition was taken to Maputo where it was shown at the Museo 
Nacional in Maputo, Mozambique in March 2012. While logistical and language challenges 
existed, they were not however insurmountable. In the end they provided different learning 
points in new areas of possibility. 

Maputo: A Tale of One City
National Gallery of Zimbabwe, Harare, 2011
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It was considered that such an initiative would contribute to the building of long term dialogue 
and projects.  In each African city the exhibition was complemented by an intensive interaction 
with local artists and cultural producers.  This manifested in the form of curators’ tour of the 
exhibition:  two day seminars in Harare and Maputo in which the curators did presentations of 
their work. It also consisted of short portfolio presentations by local artists followed by critiques 
by the curators and some of the experienced exhibiting artists.  This provided an invaluable 
opportunity to engage with many artists in Harare and Maputo, sharing our knowledge and 
experiences as well as learning more about their production processes and their areas of interest. 

The project Africa in Oslo has resulted in continuing interaction and collaboration. The Egyptian 
curator Bassam Al Baroni has been invited to curate an exhibition in Norway. Anne Szefer 
Karlsen has been collaborating with Abdellah Karrroum on several occasions. Koyo Kouoh 
has started collaborating with OCA on a residency program in Dakar, and OCA is presenting 
a programme titled ‘On Négritude: A Series of Lectures on the Politics of Art Production in 
Africa’. Marianne Hultman is working on three projects related to Africa for the coming years. 
Bisi Silva invited several curators to her CCA, Lagos in Nigeria including Mats Stjernstedt and 
Daniella van Dijk-Wennberg and Marianne Hultman. The Africa in Oslo project has widened 
the programmatic parameters of art-organisations in Oslo and the effects continue to be seen 
until today.

Maputo: A Tale of One City
Museo Nacional de Arte, Maputo, 2012
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