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Kiluanji Kia Henda 
 
Luanda, Angola, 1979 
Lives and works in Luanda and Lisboa 
 
 
Solo Exhibitions 
 

2022 There are Days I Leave My Heart at Home (Selected works from 2006 - 2009), Galleria 
Fonti, Naples 
A Healing Path for Phantom Pain, Goodman Gallery, London 

2021 Something Happened on the Way to Heaven, Galeria Avenida da Índia, Lisboa 
2020 Something Happened on the Way to Heaven, MAN Museo d’Arte Provincia di Nuoro, Italy 
 Kiluanji Kia Henda, M Leuven, Belgium 
2019 Concreto Blues, Jahmek Contemporary Art, Luanda, Angola 
2018 The Island of Venus, HANGAR Centro de Investigação Artística, Lisbon, Portugal 
2017 A City Called Mirage, International Studio and Curatorial Practice (ISCP), New York, USA 
 In the Days of a Dark Safari, Galeria Filomena Soares, Lisbon, Portugal 
2016 This Is My Blood, public installation for the steiricher herbst Festival, Graz, Austria 
 Concrete Affection, Galleria Fonti, Naples, Italy 

 A City Called Mirage, Galleria Fonti, Naples, Italy 
2014 A City Called Mirage, Galeria Filomena Soares, Lisbon 
 Solo show, Frieze Art Fair, London 
2013 Homem Novo, Kunstraum Innsbruck, Innsbruck 
2012 Homem Novo, Art|43|Basel, Art|Statements, presented by Galleria Fonti, Basel 
2010 self-portrait as a white man, galleria Fonti, Naples 
 self-portrait as a white man, Fondazione Bevilacqua La Masa, Venezia 
 Trans It, SOSO Gallery, São Paulo, Brasil 
2009 Estórias e Diligências, SOSO Gallery, Luanda, Angola 
2008 Portraits from a Slippery Look, Goethe Institute, Nairobi, Kenya 
 Expired Trading Products, Blank Projects, Cape Town, South Africa 
2007 Between the two red telephones, galleria Fonti, Naples 

 Ngola Bar, Centro de Arte de Sines, Sines, Portugal 

 

Group Exhibitions 

upcoming 
 Sharja Biennial 15: Thinking Historically in the Present, Emirates of Sharja 
 Fake news #2 - art, fiction, mensonge, La Condition Publique, Roubaix 
 group show  curated by Marie-Laure Bernadac, Hangar Y, Paris 
 ERNSTHAFT? Albernheit und Enthusiasmus in der Kunst, Bundeskunsthalle, Bonn 
2022  A Barganha, curated by Khadyg Fares, colecao Moraes Barbosa, Sao Paulo 
 Il Cono d'Ombra: narrative decoloniali dell'Oltremare, curated by Marco Scotini, Maschio Angioino, 
 Naples 
 Scorching Suns, Rising Seas. A public programme on environmental justice in the context of Sun & 
 Sea at the Albany. Curated by Radical Ecology, The Albany and Serpentine Pavilion, London 
 The Sun is the Monument, VOLT, Bergen 
2021 The Mechanismof Ephemeral, Galeria Filomena Soares, Lisbon 
 Fuckin' Globo, Globo Hotel, Luanda, Angola 
 Musing the Borders, Lagos Biennial, Nigeria 
 Hungry for Time - an invitation to epistemic disobedience with Raqs Media Collective, in the Arts 
 Collections of the Academy of Fine Arts Vienna, AKbild, Vienna 

https://www.contemporaryand.com/exhibition/kiluanji-kia-henda-concrete-blues/
https://laconditionpublique.com/


 Parthenope, Lighea ed altre storie..., curated by Galleria Fonti, Villa Doria d'Angri, Naples 
 A Future of Many Futures, Zurich Art Week, Zurich 
 Arles 2021 - Les Rencontres de la photographie, Arles, France Projeto 
 Satellite-Anuario20 Performance Resetting Birds Memories Galeria 
 Municipal do Porto, Porto 
 Utopia Distopia: il mito del progresso partendo dal Sud, Madre Museum, Naples 
 Somethin Happened on the Way to Heaven, Galeria Avenida de India, Lisboa 
2020 Global(e) Resistance, Centre Pompidou, Paris 
 China Africa: Crossing the Color Line, Center Pompidou, Paris 
 Masculinities: Liberation through photography, The Barbican, London 
 Have you seen a horizon lately?, Macaal, Marrakech 
2019 Camera Lucida, das weisse haus, Vienna, Austria 
 Imperfect Societies, Burlington City Arts, Vermont, USA 
 Artfact 2019: Parallel Crossings, Stuk Art Center, Leuven, Belgium 
2018 Memory Matters, Skissernas Museum, Lund, Sweden 
 After the Future, The Atlantic Project – Civic Center, Plymouth, UK 
 Alter Ego, Galleries of Civic Affairs, Macau 
 2nd Yinchuan Biennale, MOCA Yinchuan, China 
 Busan Biennale, Busan, South Korea 
 Gwangju Biennale, Gwangju, South Korea 
 Memory Matters, Skissernas Museum, Sweden 
 African Metropolis, Maxxi, Roma, Italy 
 ReSignifications: The Black Mediterranean, Cantieri Culturali della Zisa, Palermo, Italy 
2017 Prospect 04 New Orleans, New Orleans, LA, U.S. 
 The Image of War, Bonniers Konsthall, Stockholm 
 Afrique Capitales Cape of Good Hope Here We Come, Gare Saint Sauveur, Lille, France 
 Afrique Capitales, Parc de La Villette, Paris, France 
 Future Africa Vision in Time, National Museum of Nairobi, Kenya 
 Another Day of Life, Tate Gallery, Liverpool, UK 
 Concrete Futures, Close-Up Cinema, London, UK 
 South - South: Let me begin again, Goodman Gallery, Cape Town, South Africa 
 Fuckin´Globo III, Hotel Globo, Luanda, Angola 
2016 New Revolutions, Goodman Gallery, Cape Town, South Africa 
 Only In The Western World, Mario Mauroner Contemporary Art Salzburg-Vienna, Vienna, Austria 
 Ulla, Ulla, Ulla, Ulla! Marcianos, Intergalácticos e Humanos, Casa Nova Arte e Cultura 
 Contemporânea, São Paulo, Brazil 
 Constellations, Tate Gallery, Liverpool, UK 
 Fuckin´Globo II, Hotel Globo, Luanda, Angola 
 Built, World, SCAD Museum of Art, Savannah, Georgia, USA 
 The Incantation of the Disquieting Muse, Savvy Contemporary, Berlin, Germany 
 New Revolutions, Goodman Gallery, Johannesburg / Cape Town, South Africa 
 Museum (science) fictions - Museum ON/OFF, Centre Pompidou, Paris, France 
 Someplace Else Right Now, The Utility Muffin Research Kitchen – Frank Zappa Studio, Hollywood 
 Things Fall Apart – Red Africa, Calvert 22 Foundation, London 
 Kabbo Ka Mwuala (The Girls Basket), National Galley of Zimbabwe, Harare 
 Passages, Dhaka Art Summit, Bangladesh 
2015 Making Africa, Gunggenheim Museum, Bilbao, Spain 
 To Be Young, Black and Gifted, Goodman Gallery, Johannesburg, South Africa This 
 Is Not My History, Rotor - Center For Contemporary Art, Graz, Austria 
 Resignifications, Museo Bardini, Florence, Italy 
 Making Africa, Vitra Design Museum, Basel 
 Art and the City Zurich:Public Sculpture Project, curated by Christoph Doswald, Zurich, Switzerland 
 After Year Zero, Museum of Modern Art, Warsaw, Poland 
 2015 TRIENNIAL: SURROUND AUDIENCE, New Museum New York 
 Resignifications, Museo Bardini, Florence 
 The Divine Comedy, Museum of African Art - Smithsonian Instituion, Washington 
 As Margens dos Mares, SESC Pinheiros, Sa˜o Paulo 
 You Love Me, You Love Me Not, Galeria da Camêra Municipal, Porto 
 Fuckin´ Globo, Hotel Globo, Luanda 
2014 Insert2014, Mati Ghar - Indira Ghandi National Center of Arts, New Delhi 
 The Divine Comedy, Museum of Modern Art, Frankfurt 
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 A Thousand of Him, Scattered: Relative Newcomers in Diaspora, Stills – Scotland´s Centre for 
 Photography, Edimburgh 
 Producing the Common, Dak´Art - 11th Biennale of Dakar, Dakar 
 Giving Contours to the Shadow, Neuer Berliner Kunstverein (N.B.K), Berlin 
2013 Redesign Sintese, 7ª Biennial of Sao Tome e Princepe, Sao Tome e Princepe São Tomé 
 The Shadows Took Form, The Studio Museum of Harlem, New York 
 Giving Form to the Impatiente of Liberty, Württembergischer Kunstverein, Stuttgart Close, 
 Closer - The Real and Other Fictions, 3ª Triennial of Arquitecture of Lisbon, Lisbon Mondays 
 Begins On Saturday, First Bergen Triennial – Bergen Assembly, Bergen Present Tense, 
 Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian, Lisbon and Paris 
 Tomorrow was already here, Museum of Contemporary Art of Monterrey (MARCO), Monterrey 
 The Beautyful Ones, Nolan Judin Gallery, Berlin 
 No Fly Zone, Museu Colecção Berardo, Lisboa 
2012 Tomorrow Was Already Here, Tamayo Museum, Mexico DC. 
 Les Atliers de Rennes-Biennale of Contemporary Art, Les Praires, Rennes 
 SuperPower: Africa in Science Fiction, Arnolfini Art Center, Bristol 
 You Are Now Entenring, CCA_Derry, London-Derry 
 Double Bounded Economy- Readind the East German Photo Archive, Halle 14, Leipzig 
 Experimental Station, Centro de Arte y Creación Industrial Laboral, Gijon 
2011 Spacecraft Icarus 13 and Narrtives Progressive from Elsewhere, Basis voor actuele kunst (BAK), 
 Ultrecht 
 One caption Hides Another, BétonSalon, Paris 
 Synchronicity, Galerie Baudoin Lebon –Exhibition Program of PhotoQuai - Bienal des Images de 
 Munde, Paris 
 Experimental Station, Centro de Arte 2 de Mayo (CA2M), Madrid and Centro de Arte Laboral, Gijon Other 
 possibile Worlds – Proposals on This Side of Utopia, Neue Gesellschaft für Bildende Kunst (NGBK), Berlin 
 Propaganda By Monuments, Contemporary Image Centre (CIC), Cairo 
 The Last First Decade, Ellipse Foundation, Lisbon 
 Há dias em que deixo o coração em casa..., BES Photo Prize, Museu Coleccção Berardo, Lisbon and 
 Pinacoteca do Estado de São Paulo, São Paulo 
 The days of This Society Are Counted, Abrons Art Center, New York 

2010 There is always a cup of sea to sail in, 29a Bienal de Sao Paulo, Brazil 
 Self-Portrait As White Man, Bevilacqua La Masa Foundation, Venice Wild 
 is the Wind, Savannah College for Art and Design, Atlanta, USA Geográfias 
 Emocionais_Arte e Afectos, II Trienal de Luanda, Luanda PICHA-Recontre 
 de Fotografie, 2nd Bienal of Lumumbashi, RDC Luanda: Smooth and 
 Rave II, Museu de Arte Moderna, Bahia, Salvador 
2009  Black Atlantic, ar/ge kunst Galerie Museum, Bozen 
 Luanda: Smooth and Rave, Grand Theatre, Evento Bienal, Bordeux, France; Museu Solar do Ferrão, Bahia, 
 Brasil; Museu Nacional de História Natural, Luanda 
 Luanda: Anatomia da Velocidade, Experimenta Design Bienal, Braamcamp Palace, Lisboa, Portugal 
 4 angolan contemporary artists, SOSO Gallery, São Paulo, Brasil 
 Things and Stuff, Johannesburg Art Fair commissioned exhibition, Johannesburg, South Africa 
2008 Farewell to post-colonialism, 3rd Guangzhou Triennal, Guandong Museum of Art, Guangzhou, China 
 Print ´08, Bell-Robert Gallery, Cape Town, South Africa 
 As you like it, Joburg Art Fair, Johannesburg, South Africa 
2007 Luanda Triennial, Luanda, Angola 
 Luanda Pop_Check List, 52ª Bienalle of Venice, African pavilion, Venice 
 Jene va travailler, Rosa Lux Gallery, Berlin, Alemanha 
2006   Arte InVisible, representing Angola, ARCO Fair I Madrid, Spain Sindika 
 Dokolo Collection, SOSO arte Contemporânea, Luanda, Angola SD 
 OBSERVATORIO, IVAM, Valencia, Spain 
2005 AC _ Angola Combatente, SOSO arte Contemporânea, Luanda, Angola 
 MOVIMENTO, SOSO I LAX, Luanda, Angola 
 BAI ARTE 2005, Banco Africano de Investimentos, Luanda, Angola 
 Dipanda Forever, SOSO arte Contemporânea, Luanda, Angola 
 
 

 

 

http://www.artfacts.net/en/institution/wurttembergischer-kunstverein-4990/overview.html


 

Artistic Residencies 
 

2007 Artist-in-residency with the First Luanda Triennial, Luanda 
 
2008 Artistic residency with Pro Helvetia and Swiss Art and Blank Projects, Cape Town 
 
2010 Artistic residency in Venice invited by Fondazione di Venezia Foundation and Bevilacqua La Masa 
 Foundation, Venice 
2011 Artistic residency at Cité Internationale des Arts invited by French Institute (Visa Pour La Creation) 
and the Center of Art and Research Betón Salón, Paris 
2013 Artistic Residency invited by the Darat Al Funun – Khalid Shoman Foundation, Amman 
2014 Artistic residency invited by the Sharjah Art Foundation, Sharjah 
2017 Artistic Residency with International Studio and Curatorial Practice (ISCP), New York 
 

Prizes 
 
Frieze Artist Award 2017 
Nominated as one of the 100 Leading Global Thinkers by Foreign Politics 
Winner of the National Prize of Culture and Arts, Ministry of Culture, Luanda, Angola, 2012 
Nominated for the BES Photo Prize 2011, Lisbon 
Nominated for the “Paul Huff Award 2011” and “Paul Huff Award 2013” awarded by the Photography Museum of 
Amsterdam (FOAM), Amsterdam 
Winner of the “National Prize of Art and Culture 2012, awarded by the Ministry of Culture, Luanda 
 
 
Collections 
 
Centre Pompidou, Paris, France 
Pérez Art Museum Miami (PAMM), USA Frac Grand 
Large - Hauts-de-France, France Kadist, Paris, France 
Migros Museum, Zürich, Switzerland 
Calouste Gulbenkian, Coleçõe de Arte Moderna,Lisbao Museum of 
Modern Art, Warsaw, Poland 
Tate Modern, Collection of Contemporary Art, London, England Fondazione 
di Venezia, Public Collection, Venice, Italy 
Sindika Dokolo, African Collection of Contemporary Art, Luanda, Angola Queensland 
Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane, Australia Ellipse Foundation, Collection 
of Contemporary Art, Lisbon, Portugal Collezione Sciarretta (Nomas Foundation), 
Private Collection, Rome, Italy Metropolitana di Napoli, Public collection, Napoli, Italy 
PLMJ Foundation, Public Collection, Lisbon, Portugal 

Emile Stipp, Video Art Collection, Johannesburg, South Africa 
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THE ISLE OF VENUS 
 
mixed media installation_sound, small statutues, condoms, bricks and 29 photomontage, variable 
dimensions, 2018 
 
 

 
During the months I lived in Venice where I created the project Self Portrait as a White Man (2010), on 
migration and the African diaspora in Europe, I was also confronted with the challenge of being a 
contemporary artist in a context where the excessive conservation of historical and cultural heritage had 
converted the city into a kind of open-air museum. Coming from a country that lives in constant 
metamorphosis, where access to and the preservation of history is poor and very often confrontational, it 
was important to me to be able to interact with this untouchable and imposing western heritage to reflect 
on current crises like emigration. Throughout my research, I became aware that the enslaved labour of 
African men had been important in building the ostentatious palaces in cities like Venice. The 
importance of the black Moors, both in literature and classical European art, is almost invisible, i.e. 
omitted. This flagrant omission certainly helps perpetuate many of the existing preconceptions 
surrounding emigration. 
  
The installation at Hangar is a continuation of this project started in Venice. Besides questioning the 
legitimacy of a historical narrative that excludes the “other”, the project A Ilha de Vénus [The Isle of 
Venus] is also a reflection on one of the greatest human tragedies of the present day, which begins in the 
search for a dream that is only realised by crossing the Mediterranean. Pursuit of this dream often ends 
in a nightmare. The dream destination, like those who strive obsessively for love and beauty, has become 
an illusion printed on a postcard, one that feeds the courage and hope of whole communities to begin a 
journey into the unknown. The successive and uncountable tragedies in the Mediterranean have inured 
us to this situation, quashing our indignation. We are mere spectators of the slaughter.  
  
As European cities gradually turn into museums and theme parks, the Mediterranean Sea has become a 
graveyard. With every capsized immigrant boat, and every black dot on the images of this installation, an 
island is born. An island originating in a continent in the south that does not embrace its children, a 
continent plunged in endless conflict of every kind and in the voracious decay of the common good. An 
island that drowns at the gates to another continent that lives encased in a kind of condom, enclosed 
within walls and maritime patrols, and in the eternal glory of a history riven with omissions. These 
archipelagos composed of floating corpses are part of a new geography of politics and disaffection. 
Bodies condemned to anonymity and deceived by the dream of a better life. 
  

 
Kiluanji Kia Henda 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The Isle of Venus 
2018, mixed media installation_sound, small statutues, condoms, bricks and 29 photomontage, variable dimensions 
installation view, Busan Biennale, Busan, South Korea 
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2018, mixed media installation_sound, small statutues, condoms, bricks and 29 photomontage, variable dimensions 
installation view, Busan Biennale, Busan, South Korea 
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Under the Silent Eye of Lenin 
Frieze Artist Award 2017 

 

INTERVIEW WITH RAPHAEL GYGAX FOR THE FRIEZE ART AWARD 
 

 
RG: You live and work mostly in Luanda, the capital of Angola. In the past you lived also partly in 

Lisbon - and right now you’re in New York for a residency. How does these two different surroundings 

inform your artistic practice? 
 
KKH: Luanda is a city extremely "contaminated" by Western culture. A city that also had a crucial 
involvement in the creation of the culture in the Atlantic, from the time it was one of the largest slave 
ports in Africa, through the years of colonial oppression, to the armed conflict influenced by the Cold 
War geo- strategy. Events that go far beyond the narratives within the national borders or continental 
platforms. Traveling has become central to understanding the various historical events and social 
phenomena that characterize my work as an artist, but it is also part of an infinite and intimate pursuit 
of the self, myself in this case. In each travel I do, I find another piece of a complex puzzle of a being 
molded by multiple cultures. Luanda and Lisbon, or even New York, no matter how dissimilar they may 
seem, if we look back to a recent past there is a history that unconditionally unites them. This history 
made those cities and many others, a sort of a common place that we are due to share. In this common 
place that emerged from the many crossings of the oceans, permeated with affections and conflicts, 
nightmares and utopias, is where I situate much of my interest for my artistic practice and it’s an 
endless source of inspiration. 
 
RG: From its liberation until 2002 Angola was the place of a horrible Civil war. Could you tell me a 

bit more about the situation in which you grew up? How did this affect your generation of artists? 
 
KKH: I was fortunate to have been born in Luanda, which was one of the least affected places during the 
thirty years of civil war. But of course, given the size and duration of the war, we lived around us a cruel 
social and human degradation, with the arrival of displaced people who came from the zones where the 
conflict was more intense. In the street where I grew up, operated the first orthopedic center of the 
country where hundreds of mutilated people lived. In addition to ex-military, there were also women 
and children who were victims of landmines. When we live in constant interaction with so much misery 
and suffering, our sense of humanity is constantly put to the test. The inability to change the situation 
makes us often indifferent to the dramas that surround us. It is an impulsive response of the immune 
system in order to get rid of the insanity and frustration, but at the same time, it is what gradually makes 
us colder and inhuman. In my generation of artists this had a profound impact on our training. To think 
of making a living from art in such a troubled context was seen as madness. It was an act of rebellion to 
keep poetry alive. 
RG: I read that you’re a “self taught artist” which is in the professionalized art world of today an 

exception. Can you tell me more about your interest in visual art and the beginning of your artistic 

practice. 
 
KKH: I grew up in a family environment where a passion for literature and photography was always 
cultivated. One of my older siblings came to have a dark room at our house with material bought in 
Moscow. Photography thus became the language I felt most comfortable in to materialize the stories I 
read and heard. During my adolescence I was also involved in music and theater projects, until I met 
the group of visual artists Nacionalistas in downtown Luanda. I then participated in the Luanda 
Triennale, which was an important platform at the beginning of my career. The visual arts thus became 
the propitious territory, where these multiple languages that were spontaneously arising in my life 
could coexist peacefully. But all this was a gradual process, the use of the different artistic means 
depends immensely on the topic that I intend to address. I have always had an enormous fascination 
with history, but I never wanted to be a historian. I prefer to preserve the freedom of being an artist and 
to be able to approach history without being bound by the rigor demanded by science. In other words, 
the legitimacy that fiction gives us to fantasize or even manipulate is also an excellent way of learning in 
such an unpredictable world. 
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RG: In an international art context you’re known mostly as photographer. For Frieze Projects you will 

realized a performative installation. Can you tell us more about – why were you interested in using 

this medium? 
 
KKH: The project "Under the Silent Eye of Lenin" is a reflection on the post-independence period in 
Angola, a country that at that time was politically of a communist tendency. But this period is also the 
moment when a new identity was being formed, towards the construction of a New Man. The 
generation that had fought for independence was finally busy with designing a new flag, composing a 
new anthem, painting murals and sculpting the monuments of the new heroes, in short, all the essential 
symbolism to create a nation. During this important historical period, art was a fundamental tool in the 
service of revolution. In this project, the performative element would be the most effective way of 
reproducing this vitality that brought about the revolution in Angola, a revolution that was greatly 
influenced by the Russian Revolution of 1917. It interests me, how the impetuous representation of the 
worker and the peasant and his tools in the images of communist propaganda, abruptly diverge from 
the image of a body embalmed in a mausoleum, which was also one of the legacies of Soviet influence in 
Angola. The relation of the sculptor with the object to be sculpted has become the primary idea for this 
performance. The force in the arms of the individual who both, forges history and the face of an 
immortal myth, in the same act. In this project there is the intention to create an amalgam between two 
supposedly antagonistic or paradoxical dimensions, between materialism and spirituality, while at the 
same time speaking about the merciless interference of the Cold War superpowers in one of the 
bloodiest conflicts in Africa. 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Under the Silent Eye of Lenin, 2017, installation view Frieze Art Fair London 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Under the Silent Eye of Lenin, 2017, installation view Frieze Art Fair London 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Under the Silent Eye of Lenin, 2017, installation view Frieze Art Fair London 
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Concrete Affection 
2016 
Galleria Fonti Napoli 
Vulcano Solfatara Pozzuoli 
 
 
Double appointment in Naples with the work by the artist Kiluanji Kia Henda. 
Friday 27th of May at 6.30 pm at Galleria Fonti in Napoli the opening of the exhibition  "Concrete Affection" and Saturday 28th 
of May at 10.30 at Vulcano Solfatara in Pozzuoli the opening of the exhibition “A City Called Mirage”. 
 
The Angolan artist Kiluanji Kia Henda (1979) who lives and works in Luanda (Angola's capital) and Lisbon, is one of the 
protagonists of the aesthetic wave that joins art and commitment, poetry and militancy. Different languages and tools - 
sculpture, video, photography, light boxes, to environmental sized works - trace, between truth and fiction, the history of his 
country, Angola, from 1975 year in which the Portuguese rule ends and Angola achieves independence to a long period of civil 
wars ended in 2002. 
The artist represented his country at the Venice Biennale in 2007. He received the National Prize for Culture by the Minister of 
Culture in Angola in 2012 for his contribution to the internationalization of the Angolan culture and in 2014 the magazine 
Foreign Policy recognized him as one of the Leading Global Thinkers of that year. 
 
At Galleria Fonti the artist presents the video installation "Concrete Affection - Zopo Lady" (2014) together with "75", a series 
composed by 75 photos taken from the video “Concrete Affection” and Chinese ink drawings. 
Kiluanji Kia Henda's video (about 12'') - presented in Italy for the first time as a side event of the 14th Venice Biennale of 
Architecture (2014) - is inspired by the book by the Polish journalist and writer Ryszard Kapuscinski entitled "Another Day of 
Life - Angola 1975 ". A text that documents the last days of Portuguese colonial rule in 1975 and which testifies a time of great 
unrest and changes experienced even in the "body" of the city of Luanda and of the whole country, followed by a long period of 
civil war before reaching independence. In particular, from the book by Kapuscinski, Kia Henda gets back the description of the 
exodus of the many Portuguese people leaving the country, which corresponds to the arrival in Luanda of thousands of Angolans 
forced by necessity to move from remote and rural areas to the capital city. In the midst of these movements - metaphorically 
between full, empty and full again - these rank "Concrete Affection - Zopo Lady " which emphasizes this "delicate and painful" 
step of the history of Luanda and the whole Angola. 
In the video, in a completely empty city, a narrator out-field male voice, runs through streets, places, buildings, from morning to 
night. In 24 hours: that's the time to decide whether to remain or to leave the country. A common destiny for everybody is forced 
to migrate. The result? The narrator says: " All of the population’s belongings are being packed. The houses are empting and the 
boxes filling with furniture and trinkets. The city is being stripped of its memory. All that remains is its skeleton, the ground zero 
of history”. 
 
At Vulcano Solfatara in Pozzuoli, Kiluanji Kia Henda shows “A City Called Mirage”. 
Among fumaroles and volcanic phenomena, still active for 4000 years, has beed installed "Fortress" (2014) a big structure made 
by iron tubes (8x 8 m) which reproduces the skyline of one of the many "City Mirage" - one for all Dubai in the Emirates - that 
seem to come from nothing and represent the urban boom imported from Occident to Middle East, Africa, South America. They 
call it "Dubalization". A strong symbol of power that becomes poetic and ironic complaint in Kiluanji Kia Henda's work. 
“A City Called Mirage” is a work in progress, 2013 - 2014, composed by iron sculptures, photographs, drawings, video, 
installations. A complex project of more elements exhibited at the show “Art and the City Zurich: Public Sculpture Project” in 
Zurich in 2015, curated by Christoph Doswald. 
The starting point is a journey to the south of Angola through the desert region of Namibia, where Kiluanji Kia Henda finds an 
abandoned building (riddle with bullet holes) with the sign "Miragem". 
A sign that assumes a symbolic value and developed a series of linked projects: “Rusty Mirage (The City Skyline)”, “Buildings 
(The Palace, The Fortress, The Temple, The Ministry)”, “Instructions on How to Create Your Own Personal Dubai at Home” and 
the video “Paradise Metalic”. 
Inside the ancient "Sala del Bianchetto" will be exhibited: the lightbox “Rusty Mirage” (2013) that reproduces the sign 
“Miragem”; the series of eight photographs “Rusty Mirage (The City Skyline)” (2013) that show the construction of the "city 
mirage" in iron in the desert of Al-Azraq in Jordan (one of that series has recently been acquired by the Tate Gallery Collection); 
the ironic installation of photographs Instructions on How to Create Your Own Personal Dubai at Home”; the video installation 
“Paradise Metalic” produced by Sharjah Art Foundation. 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, 75, 2015 - 2016, 75 drawings with chinese ink and photograms printed on vegetal paper, cm. 18 x 63,5 each 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, 75, 2015 - 2016, 75 drawings with chinese ink and photograms printed on vegetal paper, cm. 18 x 63,5 each (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, 75, 2015 - 2016, 75 drawings with chinese ink and photograms printed on vegetal paper, cm. 18 x 63,5 each (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, 75, 2015 - 2016, 75 drawings with chinese ink and photograms printed on vegetal paper, cm. 18 x 63,5 each (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Concrete Affection - Zopo Lady, 2014, 12 minutes in loop, single channel, exhibition view 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The Fortress (Buildings Serie), 2014-2016, iron, cm. 800 x 800 x 800, installation view, Vulcano Solfatara, Pozzuoli NA 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The Fortress (Buildings Serie), 2014-2016, iron, cm. 800 x 800 x 800, installation view, Vulcano Solfatara, Pozzuoli NA 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The Fortress (Buildings Serie), 2014-2016, iron, cm. 800 x 800 x 800, installation view, Vulcano Solfatara, Pozzuoli NA 
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Frieze Art Fair 2014 
Galleria Fonti, Napoli 
 
Focus Curated Section 
Artist: Kiluanji Kia Henda 
Project: Rusty Mirage 
 
Project Description 
 
 
Kiluanji Kia Henda was in the south of Angola when, crossing a city almost engulfed by the sands of the Namib desert, he 
noticed a rusty metal signboard on which the word ‘Miragem’ (Mirage) was written. The word, eaten away by time, suddenly 
became a symbol – something extremely concrete and abstract. The photograph of that signboard would come to be the starting 
point for a series of pieces of work that formed a city called Mirage. 
If there is one city which synthesises the illusory aspect of a mirage, it is Dubai. At once a pastiche and a microcosm, a model and 
a parody, a diagram and a mirage, Dubai is omnipresent. It is no coincidence that in various media one speaks of ‘Dubaization’, a 
reference to a series of urban phenomena based on a spectacular and virtual style of architecture with no attachment to the 
particular territorial context in which it is planted. This is an architecture which fills in seas, flattens hills and demolishes 
historic buildings to create urban projects commissioned over the internet, just like in Luanda, the artist’s home town. 
In A city called mirage, Kia Henda deals with the absence of dividing lines between the real city and its 3D model. The work 
exhibited cannot be clearly categorised. It consists of photographs and sculptures, performance art and video, fictional texts and 
documentary record all in one. It is more akin to a diagram than representation per se, since there is no distinction between 
expression and content. 
The best examples of this multiple focus are Rusty Mirage (The City Skyline) – photographs of sculptures created in the Al 
Zaraq desert in Jordan – and the series Buildings (The Palace, The Fortress, The Temple, The Ministry) – silk-screen prints and 
photographs of sculptures created in the Maleha desert in Sharjah. The sculptures in the shape of metal lines look like drawings 
standing out from the landscape, silhouettes or skeletons of an imaginary city. Kiluanji based these linear sculptures onsona, 
sand drawings common to the Lunda Tchokwe culture (from eastern Angola). Storytellers draw the sona (plural of ‘lusona’) in 
the sand as they tell fables. These drawings are authentic narrative constructs which condense the outline of the story told. Kia 
Henda transforms these ephemeral drawings into three-dimensional objects, imaginary structures in the desert. But unlike the 
Tchokwe, Kiluanji’s diagrams trace virtual future stories unconnected to the past. 
Next, and in counterpoint to the transparency and grandeur of Rusty Mirage and the series Buildings, arranged on a table is 
Instructions on How to Create Your Own Personal Dubai at Home. These are instructions and images of megalomaniacal works 
of architecture built from simple everyday objects: a Palm Island made of matches, a Burj Khalifa (the world’s tallest building) 
made of beer cans, and an undersea bedroom made of cling film. And the parody stems from the various possible 
interpretations. In the megalopolis, capital creates the world in its own image and likeness. Like all merchandise, cities are 
customised and disposable. This mass customisation is added to the production of sensory spaces. Architecture suddenly 
becomes a drug which bestows a ‘ hallucination of normality’. 
In Settings for an Imaginary Landscape, four photographs of inorganic materials are used to construct a road in Namibia. What 
comes before is indistinguishable from what comes after: what is about to be used to build with already looks like it is ruined. 
The matter removed from below the surface and arranged in heaps seems to be part of the landscape. It is as if the underground 
matter has expanded on the surface. Could a repositioning of solids like this be capable of changing the Earth’s axis or causing 
planetary collapse? 
But if the city consumes the planet, it also consumes itself. The video Mission films workers removing the remains of a 
demolished building on a busy road on the outskirts of Luanda. By dumping the lorry’s rubble into a mud pool, it is as if the men 
are freeing themselves from a corpse building. 
In the same section of the exhibition is Compacted Distance, a photograph of a wall with two voids shaped like people. We see 
the landscape in the background through the two holes. Like a photographic negative, we are in the presence of an absence, the 
mark left by a past event. The wall is a fossil. 
Finally, in the projection room, a video installation produces a synthesis of the exhibition. Both performance and sculpture, 
video installation and land art, Paradise Metalic tells the story of a man who tries to build an ideal city seen in his dreams. 
Identifiable in this video is a reference to the architectural culture of Islam which seeks to construct paradise by using geometric 
patterns: no other religion places as much trust in geometry as Islam. 
For a year, Kiluanji took part in an international project in which he produced and collaborated with architects, artists, actors, 
musicians and technicians from cities like Amman, Dhaka, Karachi, Lisbon, Luanda, Manila, New York, Paris, Rio de Janeiro, 
Sharjah and Windhoek. A City Called Mirage is a complex exhibition which explores original approaches to a recurring theme in 
recent times: that of cities between the states of virtuality and desertification. Kiluanji uses (science and mythological) fiction 
and irony as ways of transcending the pessimism of hyper-criticism and the aesthetics of the ruin. Through humour we are made 
aware of just how ephemeral the largest human constructions are: all cities will be reduced to raw materials again, just like the 
metals removed from the ground will once again merge back into it. 
 
Lucas Parente  
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Rusty Mirage, 2014, Frieze Art Fair - Focus Section, London
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Rusty Mirage (Skyline), 2013, eight photo prints on cotton paper mounted on aluminium, cm. 100 x 70 each, ed. 5/5 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Rusty Mirage, 2013, lightbox, cm. 150 x 50, ed. of 5  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Galleria Fonti, via Chiaia 229, Napoli Italia - zip 80132 - tel/fax 0039 081 411409 - www.galleriafonti.it - info@galleriafonti.it 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, Instructions to create your personal Dubai at Home, 2013, prints of seven photographs and texts, cm. 60 x 40 each, ed. of 5 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Instructions to create your personal Dubai at Home, 2013, prints of seven 
photographs and texts, cm. 60 x 40, ed. of 5 (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Instructions to create your personal Dubai at Home, 2013, prints of seven 
photographs and texts, cm. 60 x 40 each, ed. of 5 (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Instructions to create your personal Dubai at Home, 2013, prints of seven 
photographs and texts, cm. 60 x 40 each, ed. of 5 (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Instructions to create your personal Dubai at Home, 2013, prints of seven 
photographs and texts, cm. 60 x 40 each, ed. of 5 (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Instructions to create your personal Dubai at Home, 2013, prints of seven 
photographs and texts, cm. 60 x 40 each, ed. of 5 (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Instructions to create your personal Dubai at Home, 2013, prints of seven 
photographs and texts, cm. 60 x 40 each, ed. of 5 (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Instructions to create your personal Dubai at Home, 2013, prints of seven 
photographs and texts, cm. 60 x 40 each, ed. of 5 (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Instructions to create your personal Dubai at Home, 2013, prints of seven 
photographs and texts, cm. 60 x 40 each, ed. of 5 (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Settings for an imaginary landscape I, 2009,  
photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 120 x 80 each  
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Settings for an imaginary landscape II, 2009,  
photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 120 x 80 each  
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The Palace of Abstract Power - The building series I 
2014, silkscreen and inkjet print on photographic paper, cm. 100 x 100/cm. 100 x 150, ed. of 5 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The Palace of Abstract Power - The building series II 
2014, silkscreen and inkjet print on photographic paper, cm. 100 x 100 each, ed. of 5 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The Palace of Abstract Power - The building series III 
2014, silkscreen and inkjet print on photographic paper, cm. 100 x 100 each, ed. of 5 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The Palace of Abstract Power - The building series IV 
2014, silkscreen and inkjet print on photographic paper, cm. 100 x 100 each, ed. of 5 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Mirage On The Wall, 2015, inkjet print on matt paper mounted on aluminum, cm. 100 x 150 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Paradise Metalic, 2014, multi-channel video, 23’ in loop 
(Comissioned by Sharjah Art Foundation) 
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Boxed Memories: the projects Concrete Affection – Zopo Lady and 75. 
 

In 2013 , Kiluanji Kia Henda was invited by the collective Beyond Entropy Ltd , to realize a video art 

about the modern architecture in Luanda, as part of the exhibition Ilha of São Jorge, a project presented in 

the parallel events of the 14th Biennial Edition Architecture Venice. Inspired by the book of the polish 

journalist Ryszard Kapuscinsky More A day of life - Angola 1975, one of the few written documents of 

Luanda during the months leading up to the independence of Angola, Kia Henda directed the short-film 

Concrete Affection - Zopo Lady (2014). 

 

The historical period lived during the independence process in Angola is crucial when we approach the 

modernity in Luanda, not only the principles that founded the design of the modern city in the mid-

twentieth century, but also a reading that allows us to understand the various social phenomena 

succeeding in in today´s life in Luanda. The exodus of thousands of inhabitants in 1975, that were 

essentially the portuguese colonizers, is an important milestone that redefines irreversible and deeply the 

essence and structure of the Angolan capital , which then is occupied by thousands of families from the 

suburban areas and rural areas in the interior of Angola, changing the spaces according to their needs. 

 

In his literary work , Ryschard Kapuscinsky describes a city in 1975 stripped of his memory during the 

great exodus when thousands of boxes were built and taken to the ports and airports. Kapusckinsky refers 

to this box cluster as a new city, keeping within itself the intimate objects of everyday life and the 

inseparable part of the memory of its inhabitants. The description of Kapuscinsky, became the main 

inspiration for the work 75, where Kia Henda creates a serie of 75 photograms and drawings in ink-of-

china, which evolve from the construction of a single box , to the emergence of various crates scattered 

and overlapping designs that sometimes resemble buildings, and certain aspects of an imaginary urban 

landscape. Concluding the series of drawings with abstract structures, which the artist uses as video-

installation for the projection of the short-film Concrete Affection - Zopo Lady. 

 

As conunterpoint to the drawings, the artist use the video frames of Concrete Affection - Zopo Lady, 

which tells the story of an individual that has 24 hours to leave the city. The text of the film is an intimate 

and emotional description of modern architecture, while the images show a kind of cataloging the various 

buildings that constitute the city center of Luanda. Kia Henda filmed the city without the presence of a 

single person, a visual narrative similar to science fiction movies. In the empty space comes a new 

fictional town dubbed by the artist as Zopo Lady. The character who narrates the film in voice- off , is 

involved in a dilemma when confronted with the vital need to leave the place where he was born. 

Persuaded by fear and a vague hope, the description that makes the city sometimes confused with the 

woman he loves, which makes the decision to abandon it even more painful . 

 

The umbilical relationship with a certain space, the fear of permanence and the impossibility of boxing 

affections, become the central plot of this short film. The representation with frames and drawings , as if 

it were a storyboard, makes possible the coexistence of the two cities: the ephemeral city made out of 

crates and the real city, with the deep marks of the rapidly change present on her surface. 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Concrete Affection - Zopo Lady, 2014, 12 minutes in loop, single channel 
 
https://vimeo.com/96447193 
Password: hendahenda 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Concrete Affection-Zopo Lady 
2015, video-installation, word boxes, dimensions variable 
Installation view for the exhibition "As Margens dos Mares", SESC Pinheiros, Sao Paulo 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, 75, 2015 - 2016, 75 drawings with chinese ink and photograms printed on vegetal paper, cm. 18 x 63,5 each (detail) 
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Homem Novo 

Art|43|Basel|2012 
 
Kiluanji Kia Henda focuses his research on the complex postcolonial situation in today’s 
Angola, a country contended for its oil resources by the world’s superpowers during the Cold 
War from the year it gained political independence from Portugal (1975), and immediately 
afterwards ravaged by a brutal civil war (1975-2002). 
 
For the project Homem Novo, realized specifically for Art|43|Basel, Kiluanji Kia Henda intends 
to raise questions around the historical heritage of the objects/monuments by proposing an 
alternative methodology for the transmission of history. A comparison with the historical gap 
caused by the decades of conflict in Angola, is one of his main focus of Kia Henda research who 
re-invents the history in attempt to find a fictitious interpretation of the present. The art in 
Angola has always being used as a tool for a social change during the post-independence 
revolution. This tool is now used to materialize the dream of the construction of a Homem Novo 
- New Man, a citation used in Angola´s anthem, and one of the aims of the revolution for the 
birth of a new nation. 
 
The series of portraits “Redefining The Power - 75”, were made in the public spaces in Luanda 
where performers were invited to stand on the pedestals built for the Portuguese monuments 
during the colonial era. Those monuments were removed in 1975, year of Angola independence. 
Their removal were indeed the first act for the production of this project to become real. 
Appropriating the old postcards of the monuments seeing in their original places and doing a 
portrait of their actual situation, the artist uses those images as a reading of the changes of 
power showing us their relation with the public spaces. Meanwhile the performance of two 
young Angolan artists were an attempt to create a monument for the Homem Novo - New Man. 
During 35 years, those pedestals have been empty and almost invisible to the people in Luanda. 
The redefinition of the power appears as a representation of the false heroes but at same time 
uses the concept of the living sculpture, building an imaginary to perpetuate the sculpture as 
symbol of power and also an ephemeral materialization of a dream. 
 
The series of photographs entitled Balumuka (Ambush), is a focus on a transit zone, a kind of 
open-air cemetery, in the Fort of São Miguel in Luanda - Angola, where various historical 
objects are left in a state of latency, where history seems to be replayed in private conversations. 
Some ancient statues of the Angolan history were placed temporally because of the reparation of 
some public squares so, among Russian tanks and cannons of the cold war, is therefore possible 
to find the figures of the Angolan sixteenth century heroin Njinga Mbandi, the first Portuguese 
king Afonso Henriques or Vasco da Gama, together with monumental statues of conquerors 
from the colonial era. Those objects were moved whilst it was being decided what future awaited 
them, thus showcasing the problems posed by the idea of a place of preservation that would 
allow Angola to remember its history. The military armament displayed around this place causes 
some tension among the monuments and, at same time, shows the different stages and 
technologies used by the conflicts along the centuries. 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Balumuka – Ambush, 2010, photo print mounted on aluminium, 
n°12 photos cm.30 x 40 each
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Redefining The Power I (Serie 75 with Shunnuz Fiel), 2011, 
photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x 120 each 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Redefining The Power II (Serie 75 with Shunnuz Fiel), 2011, 
photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 

 
 



Galleria Fonti, via Chiaia 229, Napoli Italia - zip 80132 - tel/fax 0039 081 411409 - www.galleriafonti.it - info@galleriafonti.it 

 
 
 

 
 
 
      
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, Rede fining The Power III (Serie 75 with Miguel Prince), 2011, 
photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x 120 each 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Redefining The Power IV (Serie 75 with Miguel Prince), 2011, 
photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Redefining The Power (with Didi Fernandes), 2011, 
photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Transit, 2008, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Transit, 2009, photography print on light box, cm. 55 x 243cm, 
installation view from Luanda: Anatomia da Velocidade, Experimenta Design, Lisboa 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Transit (Special Edition), 2009, 
installation view from Luanda: Smooth and Rave, Evento, Bordeux 
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Self-Portrait As a White Man 
 
Kiluanji Kia Henda, Luanda (Angola), 1979, focuses his research on the complex postcolonial situation in today’s 
Angola, a country contended for its oil resources by the world’s superpowers during the Cold War from the year it 
gained political independence from Portugal (1975), and immediately afterwards ravaged by a brutal civil war 
(1975-2002). The perennial conflict between human history and the current state of affairs of the societies in the 
contemporary world is thus a central theme for Kia Henda. In his works, the artist is committed to challenging the 
false claims created by the ideology related to the birth of European nations and racial politics in relation to black 
people, the “Moors”, which have massively imposed the European colonial model, spreading it all over the world, 
thus also helping to create a hybridization of aesthetics, where tribal culture is deformed by the imagination of mass 
culture. These observations are the background against which the works created by Kia Henda during his stay in 
Venice should be viewed. 
 
In The Great Italian Nude, for example, the artist looks on traditional painting and the representation of the other, 
proposing the idea of the black male nude, which in the history of Western art has hardly ever been represented. 
Depicted in a classical pose, Kia Henda’s subject immediately calls to mind Edouard Manet’s famous Olympia. 
When it was exhibited at the Salon in Paris in 1865, critics universally denounced its unashamed immorality - for 
the first time a painter had dared to show the nude figure of a prostitute at work. Besides being ironically 
provocative, Henda’s work elicits from the viewer a reflection on art as a historical document.  
 
Among the various works, the exhibition will also feature the photo portrait The Merchant of Venice, which pays 
homage to William Shakespeare’s play set in late sixteenth century Venice. The male figure photographed in the 
interior of the Istituto Veneto per le Scienze, Lettere ed Arti, is a Senegalese musician, who, like so many other 
immigrants, is forced to accept whatever job comes his way just to survive, even at the cost of the proverbial “ 
pound of flesh”. But the link with the Shakespearean play is even more evident in the installation of three caskets 
where the artist invites the viewer to be reflected in three mirrors holding the riddles.  
 
The theme of the profound isolation and estrangement of human beings runs through the self-portraits titled Self-
Portrait as White Man and the video work Fluxus, showing a black man racing along the meandering streets of 
Venice and those in the Angolan capital, trying to divest himself of his appearance to then disappear into the sea. 
This disappearance seems to be the harbinger of an inevitable truth. The video soundtrack, especially composed for 
this video by musician Emmanuel Wiltsch Barberio to further enhance the images, includes a mixture of samples of 
Christian sacred music and cyclical animist rhythms, typical of Angola. 
 
Mara Ambrozic 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Self-Portrait As a White Man, 2010, 
exhibition view, galleria Fonti, Napoli 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The Great Italian Nude, 2010, inkjet print mounted on aluminium, cm. 100 x 150 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The Merchant of Venice, 2010, 
inkjet print mounted on aluminium, cm. 180 x 110 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, EXPECTATIONS, MEMORIES AND PRESENT TENSE (GOLD, SILVER, LEAD), 2010, 
mixed media, 3 caskets, mirrors, photos, postcards and text, cm. 80 x 100 x 60 each 
(Instalation view for the exhibition “Self-Portrait As White Man” 
in Bevilacqua La Masa Foundation, Venice, Italy) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, exhibition view,  
Self-Portrait As White Man, 2010 
Bevilacqua La Masa Foundation, Venice, Italy 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Othello´s Fate (Act I) 
2013, digital print on matt paper mounted on aluminium, cm. 110 x 170 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Othello´s Fate (Act II) 
2013, digital print on matt paper mounted on aluminium, cm. 110 x 170 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Othello´s Fate (Act III) 
2013, digital print on matt paper mounted on aluminium, cm. 110 x 170 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Othello´s Fate (Act IV) 
2013, digital print on matt paper mounted on aluminium, cm. 110 x 170 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Othello´s Fate (Act V) 
2013, digital print on matt paper mounted on aluminium, cm. 110 x 170 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Self –Portrait As A White Man I, 2010, inkjet print diptych mounted on aluminium, 
cm. 80 x 120 each 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Self –Portrait As A White Man II, 2010, inkjet print diptych mounted on aluminium, 
cm. 80 x 120 each 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Self –Portrait As A White Man III, 2010, inkjet print diptych mounted on aluminium, 
cm. 80 x 120 each 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Fluxus, 2010, video in loop, color, 6’ 
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Los muertos de mi felicidad – Versus Carnaval 

 

The reasons (if there are any) for the existence of the carnival change in line with the history of the country. The 

carnival is always a means of political and nationalist intervention and propaganda. After independence, it became 

a kind of  manifesto, a pagan feast and at the same time political as a celebration of victory over colonialism and 

chaos over order. It was then given the name “o Carnaval da Vitória” (“The Victory Carnival”). Later, in the early 

'90s, when Angola began to take its first steps towards democracy, “Victory” was cut out and it became just plain 

“carnival” again. 

 

I always had a great admiration for the carnival, because besides the big parade along the Marginal, there are 

costumes and performances by individuals or small groups, and many of them are radical. The masks and clothes 

are homemade. It is all a massive show of creativity. I was always interested in doing something with these images, 

but I didn't want to do anything as obvious as describing and documenting the party. So the idea was to contradict 

the basic elements of the carnival – the colour, the public space, the collective party – and invert all of this by 

creating the photos in a studio, in black and white and with isolated people. 

 

I believe you can sense the party behind each person portrayed. It shows a side of Luanda stylised by its own 

inhabitants, a whole expressed through individual fragments. It is a work which is completely spontaneous. I 

worked with a team who would go out and invite people to come to the studio to take a portrait. The people would 

come into the white studio with total freedom to show how they experienced that 24-hour delirium. The idea was 

precisely that of catching this ephemeral madness in a flash. 

 

But parties are not necessarily joyful. Even the songs of the '70s and '80s have sad lyrics. The people dance over this 

sadness. They are at a party but they cry too. Freedom from colonialism itself is not a state of pure joy, just like the 

end of the civil war. There's a whole nostalgia behind it. It is a joyfulness which reminds us of the dead, like in that 

song by the Cuban Silvio Rodriguez: soy feliz, soy un hombre feliz y quiero que me perdonen, por este día, los 

muertos de mi felicidad. It's like a mixture of carnival and the Mexicans' Day of the Dead. A day in which the ghosts 

of the war return to visit the celebration of the survivors. 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Versus Carnaval, 2009, six photography prints mounted on aluminium, inches 59,1 x 39,4/cm. 150 x 100 each, ed. 5/5 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Baluba, 2009, photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Kiluanji Kia Henda, Lady G, 2009, photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Alove Ove, 2009, photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Kiluanji Kia Henda, Kimbuada, 2009, photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, De Matiti, 2009, photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Kiluanji Kia Henda, Mussorongo, 2009, photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 
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There are days when I leave my heart at home… 
2011 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Sem titulo (Untitled), 2010, 
photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 120 x 88 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Nuclear Barbecue (da série Nuclear Garden of Mr.Young), Cape Town, 
2008, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 120 x 88 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Baby Lonia, Sines , 2008, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 120 x 88 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The wires of shame and fear, 2011, 
photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 100 x 150 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Blackness, Cabinda, 2008, 
photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 100 x 150 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Big Bang, Huambo, 2009, 
photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 100 x 150 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Balas e Satélites, Huambo, 2009, 
photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 100 x 150 
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Kiluaji Kia Henda, Muriege, Lunda Sul, 2010, triptych, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 100 x 150 each 
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Kiluaji Kia Henda, Saurimo Conection, Lunda Sul, 2010, triptych, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 100 x 150 each 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Numbers, 2009, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 each 
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KiluanjiKia Henda, 6 Portraits about Apocalipse (Serie I), 2009, 
photography priint mounted on aluminium, cm. 150x 100 each 
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KiluanjiKia Henda, 6 Portraits about Apocalipse (Serie II), 2009, 
photography priint mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 each 
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KiluanjiKia Henda, 6 Portraits about Apocalipse (Serie III), 2009, 
photography priint mounted on aluminium, cm. 150 x 100 each 
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Kiluaji Kia Henda, Terra Esfolada, Bengo, 2009, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 100 x 150 
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Kiluaji Kia Henda, Lunda In The Sky with Diamonds I, 2007, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 100 x 150 
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Kiluaji Kia Henda, Lunda In The Sky with Diamonds II, 2007, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 100 x 150 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda to me 
 

(interview carried out by online chat, at various times and on various days, punctuated by 

continual breaks in the Internet connection that maps out the transatlantic and ex-colonial 

triangulation between Luanda, Angola - Kiluanji Kia Henda’s home, a city that I have never visited/ 

São Paulo, Brazil – my temporary home and the place where I first met Kiluanji, a place that is 

close to the origin of the series presented here / Lisbon, Portugal – my permanent home and the 

schedule drawn up by my computer, Kiluanji’s ex-temporary home) 

By Lígia Afonso 

 
12:48 PM me: What was your starting point for this project? It seems to me that you wanted to edit 

it in quite a different way from the other proposals for series or exhibitions. From my initial 

reading, I immediately realised that you had decentred the theme. Have you abandoned the 

thematization of the narrative? 

12:52 PM K: It is important to state that the title of this series emerged when I had a gun pointed at my head. They 

are images that are inevitably connected to each other from that moment.  

 

12:55 PM me: That happened here in Brazil. I clearly remember the story of that situation when you 

were here. In fact, it had just happened. 

12:56 PM K: Yes, it was in Bahia. 

 

10:30 PM me: I see, in the phenomenon of hypermnesia and the idea of Jorge Luis Borge’s short 

story “The Secret Miracle”, some possible ways of exploring your work. 

12:56 PM K: Yes, that relationship exists. It arises in the description of the moment of tragedy to which I am trying 
to refer in the title, as well as in the selection of the images, which is a retrospective view of work carried out over 
the past three years.  
Without doubt, the idea of the retrospective creates a parallel with the state of hypermnesia. 
  
10:32 PM me: Like Hladik, the protagonist of Borges’s short story, you also suspended the 

possibility of the shot, like a secret miracle. It is in that suspension, which lasts a thousandth of a 

second (or the time that it takes for the raindrop to touch and fall off your face) but is mentally 

equivalent to a whole year, that Hladik has the opportunity to complete his previously unfinished 

novel. How would you describe your “drop of water”? 

10:41 PM K: I remember it was a time of great despair. I also remember that I felt that my head was not clear, that 

my brain had embarked on an automatic summary of my whole life, as if that proliferation of ideas were capable of 

distancing me or even eliminating the situation experienced at that precise moment. It is incredible how, in the face 

of particular circumstances, we cease to be ourselves in order to become spectators of our own lives, as if we were 

denying our existence or the present and painful reality, deliberately absenting ourselves from our intrinsic 

materiality. 

 

 

10:45 PM me: “There are days when I leave my heart at home...” seems, in this context, to be a sort 

of ante-mortem confession, an anguished and desperate unburdening formulated in retrospect in 

the same way as a testament.  

10:54 PM K: In my head at that precise moment, that phrase meant that there was no forgiveness, that fate had 

been proclaimed. The intention of the aggressor, a policeman, was to cause me to lose all hope after several hours of 

grief. 

 

11:01 PM me: And then the brain goes off. In what way did the images that you chose echo the 

images that appeared to you, and how does that relationship materialize in this project? 

11:08 PM K: It turns out that the stories represented in these images convey several questions related to fear and 

insecurity about the future. My intention as an artist was to tackle various questions such as the nuclear issue, 

petrol, diamonds, negritude, drug addiction etc, factors that involve immense interests, and that postulate the idea 

that one should disregard the means in order to achieve the ends and that often lead us to leave our heart at home. 

The idea is to tell stories that could happen one day in anyone’s life, starting from pre-existing works produced 
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within the scope of an inquiry into controversial and global themes. Temporal space, as well as physical space, the 

place that is inseparable from its own history, both exist among the images and were essential to the selection that I 

am presenting now. While I am seeking to convey large-scale themes with this project, there is a personal approach 

that exists in parallel. There is a lot of talk, for example, about how the Cold War is something that belongs to the 

past, but I am questioning the extent to which each of us is still affected by it in the present.  

 

11:27 PM me: So when you're talking about a personal dimension you're referring to your 

experience in a specific political context and the intimate and psychological implications that stem 

from it?  

11:29 PM K: I'm talking about the need to understand the individual through his or her political and historical 

context. 

 

11:30 PM me: Besides that, where do you locate your own subjectivity and the affection evident in 

the name given to the project, and how do these elements intervene in it?  

11:48 PM K: In fact, the title is incredibly affectionate but at the same time it refers to a lack of latent affection. It 

refers to our enormous destructive capacity that so often places our hearts outside of the game, or simply leaves 

them waiting in a place that we consider to be home, the place that we imagine when we are wandering around the 

world. 

 

11:55 PM me: Is this what your work is proposing? Imagining home? Do you believe that your work 

has transformative potential in the sense that it points to the construction of another image of 

Africa, with the imagination functioning as an engine? 

12:01 AM K: I think I would be very pretentious if I thought that. I'm simply seeking to find certain common 

factors, between various points on the planet, in order to shorten distances and improve dialogue. But of course the 

epicentre is Africa, or Angola, to be more precise. It is important to consider how much of the rest of the world is in 

us. 

 

 

5:06 PM me: The selected images were reintegrated from series that I recognize. They form part of 

other stories; they are fragments of those narratives that work together here to construct a larger 

story. They project themselves equally into all dimensions of your experience as if it could signify 

all of these convulsions. 

5:10 PM K: There are many things in them that are born from certain personal traumas and these traumatic 

moments are directly linked to the history of the country where I have lived. However, they transcend continental 

borders and therefore simultaneously assume a personal, political and global dimension.  

 

5:14 PM me: Did you feel impelled by history or have you had the feeling that you are intervening in 

your images, in the sense of forging through them a power by which to transform the world, not 

only that of the people or of political power?  

5:15 PM K: I have always had the feeling that I have experienced the direct consequences of the globalisation of war. 

Since I was a child I have learnt that in Angola we were part of, or victims of, a great international strategy, and that 

what was happening was not caused only by our will. You are therefore compelled to adopt a position. I think that 

this awoke in me a concern for tackling themes on a broader scale. 

 

5:29 PM me: I read a recent article that contained some quotations from a statement of yours. You 

were talking precisely about these crossed references, like listening to Michael Jackson’s music on 

a Soviet radio when you were a child. What importance does the accumulation of such diverse 

repertoires have for your formation, which includes the squabbling and permanent presence in 

Angola of all the countries that want to form part of or determine its future? 

5:35 PM K: I grew up in an experimental period in a country that is as young as I am, where there has always been, 

political options aside, a great and accessible cultural and even religious freedom. For this reason, I think that we 

have an identity that is quite contaminated by what reaches us through the ports and airports, and now through the 

Internet and satellites. This happens not only in Angola but also in the rest of the continent, which has suddenly 

ceased to be the continent of the past in order to be sent into the future. 
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5:39 PM me: And are you interested in working on this image of the future as a sort of justification 

for the process of historical overtaking or overcoming? Is that concern part of the Afrofuturist 

movement, which is particularly prominent in literature? 

5:41 PM K: There are two questions which are vital to the African context: the ability to write and know one's own 

history, and the ability to plan one's own future. Afrofuturism is an escape through which I am seeking to separate 

myself from the present. It does not obey a temporal rule, which allows a supposedly utopian future to be projected 

that sometimes interferes with the legacy of the past.  

 

5:44 PM me: The thorough restructuring and political affirmation of young nations, some of which 

are also young powers, depends on their ability to retell their own histories, opposing the 

perpetuation of the Eurocentric reading. Is that the aim of your work, to rewrite or reinvent 

history? 

 

5:48 PM K: Yes, whoever doesn't have a history should invent one!  

 

5:49 PM me: That irony reminds me of a speech that Sarkozy gave in Senegal in which he said that 

Africa had never “entered into the history” of the problems of Africans. Is it self-determination that 

you are talking about? 

5:51 PM K: The important thing is that we feel that we have the legitimacy to define who we are or who we aim to 

be. The history forged by the universities also contains lacunae and manipulations. Moreover, it is clear that the 

process of mental decolonisation goes far beyond the political act of raising flags, holding parades in public squares 

and promoting discourses. For this reason, I think that it is very early to talk about post-colonialism, since there are 

still many weakened countries in Africa which are occasionally obliged to tolerate this type of paternalist discourse. 

Independence in Africa is a recent historical landmark, and strategies of dominance and neo-colonisation are 

unfortunately not confined to the past. Sarkozy’s statement is indisputable proof of this danger.  

 

1:57 AM me: You are therefore confronting a sort of idea of historical falsification, which, like all 

history, obeys a particular interest and point of view, but which is subverted by you using the same 

method to produce the opposite effect, like a form of piracy. 

2:00 AM K: Exactly! In fact, it is the same strategy that was used in a negative way towards the African continent, 

and it was effective: the lie which it suits all of us to hear, and which makes us happy. I'm talking about the African 

context purely for personal reasons. As I have said, I believe that it is a history that is shared by other parts of the 

world. The fact that in five hours I can travel to Ethiopia by aeroplane when it took the Bantus thousands of years to 

reach Luanda is something that can never be trivialised. It is important to rethink the way in which we access 

globalisation, which, in our case, was in an obligatory and immediate manner: understanding the other, the 

foreigner, became absolutely essential for the survival of Africans. The ships that left here for the rest of the world 

were not occupied by tourists and were not following a tourist route.  

 
2:16 AM me: That necessary, urgent communicativeness shaped an open and perceptive attitude 
towards the other and adaptability. 
2:18 AM K: Yes, and it was also essential to our own sovereignty. It is incredible to reflect on the tremendous 

interdependence that currently exists among all humanity. If we know the other, and others know us, then tragedies 

such as Iraq could be avoided. Knowing that modern systems of communication depend on a mineral that comes 

from the Congo forests involves a moral duty to know more about that country.  

 

3:44 PM me: We’ve talked about the political engagement of your work, which is in its roots and 

seems to be inextricable from it. It is its framework and its basic deflagrator. But when did you 

discover that art can give shape to this disquiet? 

3:47 PM K: My interest in producing art was always an interest in being able to reproduce extreme situations which 

I have experienced and which often transcended fiction. It springs from interaction with the streets, their laws and 

their myths. Since childhood, my attention has always been drawn to the mark left by time on things, the feeling of 

nostalgia and the lingering smell of other lives that have inhabited the city. Perhaps my interest in recording things 

sprang from there. 
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3:51 PM me: It's interesting that you mention reproduction. My image of the African continent, 

where I was raised and educated, is a photographic image. When did you feel the need to move 

from reproducing to fictionalising? 

3:57 PM K: At the moment I believe that I am undergoing a change of skin as an artist. I decided to intervene in 

what was supposedly a mere documentary image, which came to acquire another significance when it underwent 

this process of manipulation. Feeding people the same poison with which we were fed. Sensationalism, omission or 

disorientation can be good tools when used in the artistic context. This is the most important freedom for me when 

entering fictional territory. “...And if the six becomes the nine, I don´t mind”, as Hendrix sang.  

 

4:04 PM me: But how did you begin taking photographs? 

4:05 PM K: In the family, with my older brothers. We even came to have a studio at home. But later I got to know 

some photojournalists, like Carlos Louzada and John Liebenberg, who were heroes to me during my adolescence. 

Liebenberg, who is now a paparazzo, possesses one of the greatest photographic archives of the war. For me, it was 

amazing how much I learned about myself in his images. It was also where I discovered photography as a weapon of 

intervention and denunciation: in South Africa, it was also one of the main means used to unmask apartheid. 

 

4:13 PM me: When you met him were you taking photographs? 

4:14 PM K: No. At that time I was a student and I was more in touch with music. This was in the late 1990s, when I 

tried to form various groups that always resulted in frustrated projects. I believe that I connected to photography 

more through its contextual side because the truth is that I was always analysing images. I had photos by Cassiano 

Bamba, my brother, who had great freedom in what he was photographing because he did not take photographs in 

order to sell them. His images were always closely related to life in Luanda, from the musseques1  to the catwalks in 

the city, and he documented a sort of rebirth of glamour after independence. But strangely, I barely took any 

photos. I only reconnected with photography when I returned to Luanda in 1998, after spending two years in 

Johannesburg. The relationship with the downtown artists was very important for this reencounter in the sense 

that it encouraged me to search for an attitude or an artistic concept in what I was photographing. 

 

12:01 AM me: Like Liebenberg with Apartheid, you chose to insert in this project many images of 

Lunda Sul, the main setting of the massacres related to the “blood diamonds”. Some of these 

images, however, are very enigmatic, I would say almost abstract, such as “Lunda in the Sky with 

Diamonds II”, whose protagonists are the white soles of two shoes.  

12:28 AM K: Those boots belong to a miner. They couldn't leave the mining area without washing their boots, 

because any stone, however insignificant it might be to the naked eye, is highly valuable. Even the tyres on the 

trucks have to be washed. The experience that I had in Lunda Sul was very profound, and it possesses a dual 

connotation of affectivity and conflict. 

 

12:47 AM me: Why affectivity? 

12:50 AM K: Because I had an adoptive brother who did his military service there, and he was killed during one of 

the battles. I grew up with the name of this province in my head because of the stories that he told me, from which I 

tried to create images of what this place was like as I had no photos. Much later, when I travelled there, it was 

incredible! It was very exciting to think that I was going to unveil a mystery that had always been alive in my 

subconscious. I heard only about the riches of the subsoil but in fact I had never seen a more beautiful sky. 

 

 
   

                                                 
1 shanty towns 
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Kiluaji Kia Henda, There are days when I leave my heart at home…, 
exhibition view, Coleção Berardo Museum, Centro Cultural de Belém, Lisboa 
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Kiluaji Kia Henda, There are days when I leave my heart at home…, 
exhibition view, Coleção Berardo Museum, Centro Cultural de Belém, Lisboa 
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Expired Trading Products. 

“Expired Trading Products” is a mixed media exhibition that deals with refugees. The title refers to the fact that, 
like products that have passed their sell-by date, refugees are discarded or destroyed after their period of usefulness 
has expired. The models in the portraits are holding a bar code from a expired tuna tin, representing also their 
feeling at the moment of being a refugee in South Africa. South Africa is currently undergoing its worst human 
rights abuses since the fall of Apartheid and this timely exhibition, presented in a unique perspective on the issue. 
Significantly this project was conceived prior to Kia Henda’s arrival and before the recent crisis escalated to its 
current levels. 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Some say we are in África, 2008, 
photography print on matt paper, cm. 150 x 100 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Expired Trading Products, 2008, 
mixed media, photography print on woven bag, cm. 120 x 144 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Expired Trading Products, 2008, 
mixed media, photography print on woven bag, cm. 120 x 144 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, New Shipment, 2008, photomountage, cm. 130 x 130 
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Icarus 13, The first journey to the Sun 
 
‘Icarus 13’ is a pioneer project in Africa in that it gives wings to our knowledge, creatività and imagination by 
making use of new technologies and appropriate tools for building a spacecraft. The mission’s purpose is to land in 
the largest of all stars, the Sun. The dream once attempted by Icarus, so the Greek legend tells, will now become 
possible: we shall travel by night. 
 
By mid-20th century, Neil Armstrong stepped on the moon (or somewhere in Hollywood for that matter); 40 years 
later, Mars is closer than ever and, consequently, our dreams grow wilder and more daring. The purpose now would 
be to apply our knowledge on astronomy and physics to improve the future of our planet. A thorough investigation 
around the Sun would bring us a better understanding of the inconstant pulse of human beings and, thus, better 
protect the Earth’s ecosystem. 
 
As a ball of fire this odyssey to the Sun needed imagination as its fuel. Our dream is achievable as long we stay a 
period during which the sun cools down for 8 hours, allowing enough time for exploring its surface before dawn, in 
this exploration we attempt to collect substances from the sun surface so we can have a bit of the sun in earth. 
On ground, we invited a number of scientists; their mission was to conquer space, for the first time in African 
history. Aiming at that, a new organization, state and privately - sponsored, has been created. This project is based 
in Luanda, Angola, where the foundations for “Icarus 13” were built: a 6000 sq ft base, in the city’s seafront, 
employing 70 workers, artists and engineers among the most prominent. The spaceship was built with a mix of steel 
and diamonds covering and the heart of the ship with a system based on a catalyser that transform the heat into 
cold in unmeasured speed called “SnowBall”. The spaceship is powered from solar energy wish gives “Icarus13” a 
total autonomy in orbit. 
 
The flight crew is composed of two astronauts and two beautiful air stewards, trained one year before the launch, in 
desert of Namibe, where is localized the base for the training of the spaceship crew. They will be exposed in high 
temperature, inside a machine called “Sahara” developed especially for this project preparing the human being for a 
high tolerance once exposed to extreme temperatures. A special suit was also developed, based on the “Snowball” 
technology that is called the “CoolSuit” equipped with tanks filled with Buds, allowing them to support the hot of 
this odyssey. 
 
The experimental launch of “Icarus 13” happened after two years of hard work and deep investigation, the launch 
occurred at 6:00pm on the 25 May of 2006. Was a moment of great tension but every problem was sort out, and we 
finally had “Icarus” flying in towards the sun. The spaceship reached the sun after fifteen days of traveling a 
distance of 149.5 millions of km, the crew onshore were working for 14 hours a day for a dream closer than never, 
and at 22:00 the spaceship landed on the photosphere of the sun. The investigation took 5 hours on the sun’s 
surface and some particles from the photosphere were collected to be observed in our laboratori and by the 
description of the astronauts the sun has the most beautiful night. 
 
This first mission accomplished, we plan to launch the first “solar tourist” flight in 5 years, duly equipped with UV 
sun block and sun glasses – dark enough. The profit from the first “solar tourist” journey will support to continue 
our scientific investigation in order to discover more about the sun an his effects on the planet earth. 
 
 

To be continued... 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The spaceship Icarus13, Luanda, 
2007, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x 120 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, The spaceship Icarus13, Luanda 
2007, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x 120 



Galleria Fonti, via Chiaia 229, Napoli Italia - zip 80132 - tel/fax 0039 081 411409 - www.galleriafonti.it - info@galleriafonti.it 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, Centre of astronomy studies and austronauts training, Namibe Desert 
2007, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x 120 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, Building the spaceship Icarus 13 
2007, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x 120 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, The spaceship Icarus13, Luanda 
2007, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x 120 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, The launch of Icarus 13, 6:00pm, 25th of May 
2007, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x 120 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, First picture of the Sun´s photosphere from Icarus13 in orbit 
2007, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x 120 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, The return of the austronauts (5:00am, 9th of June, 2007) 
2007, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x 120
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Icarus 13, installation view at exhibition "Monday Begins on Saturday", Kunsthalle Bergen, Bergen Assembly Triennial, 2013 

 
 



Galleria Fonti, via Chiaia 229, Napoli Italia - zip 80132 - tel/fax 0039 081 411409 - www.galleriafonti.it - info@galleriafonti.it 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, Icarus 13, installation view at exhibition "There is Always a Cup of Water to Sail In", 29ª Bienal of São Paulo, São Paulo, 2010 
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The African Contemporary Art and Post-Colonial Politics 
 
By Stina Edblom 
Research Curator for the Third Trienal of Guangzhou, China 
 
Employing humour and playfulness as a subtle, yet critical way of subversion, Angolan artist Kiluanji Kia Henda´s 
project Icarus 13 is based on the documentation of the fantastical journey of Icarus 13, the first African spaceship to 
reach the sun. The name of the spaceship is borrowed from the story of Icarus, the young boy who in his escape 
from the imprisonment by King Minos, was overcome by the sublime feeling of flying. Boldly, Icarus flew to close 
too the Sun, where the heat melted his fragile wax wings and he plummeted to an early death. 
Utilising architectural structures, monuments and buildings fro the Portuguese colonial era and from the Russian 
presence in Angola during and after the Cold War, Kiluanji humorously plays with notions of utopia and tuns it´s 
ultimate failure into the successful journey of Icarus 13. Inspired by a joke, first told by Samora Machel, the first 
president of Mozambique, who suggested an African space trip to the sun, a journey only possible to undertake by 
night when the sun was cooled. Kiluanji plays with African stereotypes and the utopic notion of European colonial 
expansion and modernity. Positioning himself as the polymorphous trickster, Kiluanji uses fiction, irony and 
humour as critical tools in order to produce a displacement of commonly held perception and meaning. 
Just like President Machel himself, Kiluanji takes on the degrading stereotypes on Africa in a reflexive manner. He 
appropriates them to subvert their colonizing powers, laughs at them so as to reduce their harmful effects and 
becomes one with them order to displace their controlling powers - and to this end he appropriates the now 
deteriorating architectural remnants of colonial conquest and Cold War politics. In bringing back into play the 
discarded reminder of the discourses of power and revealing the way we operate in a world of ´fictions´, Kiluanji 
makes way for the unexpected ´event´ that takes our breath away by surprise and laughter. 
Consequently, the project Icarus 13 enables us to recognize our habitual modes of thinking and infiltrates 
hegemonic language in ways that alter its meaning and effectively makes way for a changing relationship between 
self and other. 
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Hybride Muse - The artist, the travestite and the alchemist. 
 
The photo of Poderosa of Bom Jesus came about as a result of a journey to the south of Angola on work, where I 
visited the Mumuilas, a nomadic people who live essentially from their cattle and subsistence farming. The war had 
already been over for 5 years. The country was changing and I wanted to look at the effect of the recent economic 
growth on the most ancestral cultures, on how the lives of the people in the most isolated areas had been affected.  
 
When I returned from the journey, one night after giving a friend a lift home to the outskirts of Luanda, I sat at a 
bar and drank a beer and while I was there, a group of ten transvestites with Poderosa in their lead turned up. It 
was amazing, like a revelation. Normally, you would have thought that transvestites, in the middle of such a poor 
neighbourhood, would have been the victims of obvious and violent prejudice. But on the contrary, people of that 
sexual persuasion live there very freely. They told me that Poderosa had a catering company, that she held lots of 
parties and that she lived with a veritable entourage of transvestites at home.  
 
The advocates of more traditional views in Africa are profoundly homophobic. In South Africa, there are daily 
reports of gays and lesbians being murdered. In Uganda, an attempt was even made to enact a law that would 
sentence homosexuals to death. And suddenly, there I was, in a neighbourhood of people from the interior of the 
country, religious people, living in peace with transvestites, without the least taboo. Whilst in the centre of the city, 
it is a far greater taboo caused by a false sense of respectability in the attempt to preserve a certain attained 
wellbeing. 
 
As I had just come from a world of ancestral cultures, my shock at seeing the transvestities was even greater and out 
of it came this work, which I hoped would be a provocation to the traditionalist discourse. I proposed to Poderosa 
that she dress as a Mumuila. The idea of dressing her as a Mumuila was to create a trap, as much for the foreigner 
and his search for the exotic and 'real' Africa, the person who lives in delirium with ancestral exoticism, as for the 
national discourse aimed at defending traditions, a discourse adopted by those who in fact have no idea what its 
traditions are and are already imbued with western culture and capitalism and at times use this discourse about 
traditional values as a means of political opportunism. 
 
Whilst the rest of the work consisted of documental photos, that of Poderosa was a false document. Her photograph 
was the sum of the cultural hybridism which the country was living through at that moment of peace, the apex of 
the amalgam that I had been seeking.  
 
It was a cut-and-paste job. The clothes, which actually had nothing to do with those of the Mumuilas, were made 
from a mix of bits and pieces: what is on her head came from the south of the country and the beads were bought in 
Luanda, like the skirts and the heels. Even the landscape is fake. We took the photo in Bom Jesus because it was the 
closest place to Luanda that could be passed off as 'real' Africa, the image of rural isolation that is very typical in 
southern Angola.  
 
The work was first presented in Luanda and then in a gallery in São Paulo as part of a collective exhibition. At the 
exhibition preview, there appeared someone who introduced himself as Bantu Tabasisa, “representative of African 
culture in São Paulo”, from music to painting, cooking and dance. He said he personified the “spirit of Africa” in 
Brazil. I asked how long it was since he'd been back to Angola. He said 25 years and wandered around the gallery 
for another 10 minutes before disappearing. 
 
Two months went by. I had already returned to Luanda and was on my way to the studio when I bought the 
newspaper, the Jornal de Angola, to read the culture section and saw a photo of Bantu Tabasisa exhibiting at the 
Museu da Assembléia de São Paulo (São Paulo Parliament Museum). To my amazement, I could see that behind 
Bantu was a painting scrupulously copied from the photo of Poderosa. But what surprised me even more was the 
theme of the exhibition: a show about African women. A university professor had written a positive critique of 
Bantu's work in which he spoke about how it was important to exhibit Angolan traditions in São Paulo. He had 
copied a transvestite to symbolise the “traditional African woman”. A flat-chested androgynous Mumuila in high 
heels representing a traditional Angolan woman in São Paulo. It was unbelievable. They had both fallen into the 
trap: the foreigner seeking the exotic and the African who uses the “traditional” for political and economic gain. 
And Poderosa there in the middle, oozing charm and representing the African woman to the world. And at heart, 
who knows, could she be the traditional African woman of the future? 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Poderosa de Bom Jesus 
2008 - 2015, photograph, text, press clip, video and painting (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Poderosa de Bom Jesus, 2008 - 2015, photograph, text, press clip, video and painting (detail) 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Poderosa de Bom Jesus, 2008 - 2015, photograph, text, press clip, video and painting 
Installation view at the exhibition "This Is Not My History", Rotor Contemporary, Graz, 2015 
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Between the two red telephones 
 
During my childhood in the mid-'80s, I spent various weekends with my family at Praia de Santiago, north of 
Luanda. The beach had been inundated with abandoned fishing boats slowly running aground on the sand and had 
come to be known as the “Ship Graveyard”. What we didn't realise on those sunny days on the beach was that 
Santiago not only represented a post-industrial landscape but the end of the ruling political ideology of the post-
independence period.  
 
One day, my father told me that the boats had belonged to a state fishing cooperative created by the Angolan 
government in partnership with the former Soviet Union. The partnership consisted of the Soviets providing the 
boats and technical training for Angolan fishermen in exchange for half of the catch. Once the management 
contract with the Soviets ended, the fishing cooperative went bust within a few months because of a lack of 
organisation by the Angolans. The bankruptcy of the cooperative was just one of the many partnerships that fell 
apart during the period in which Angola declared itself a communist state. 
 
Among the dozens of boats stuck in the sand at Praia de Santiago, which can still be seen there today like inert 
bodies consumed by the saltpeter, the image of the “Karl Marx, Luanda” stands like a monument to the crumbling 
of the state apparatus. Like the Berlin Wall, this boat became the perfect metaphor for the aborted dream of a 
communist Angola. In my case, more than an experimental ideology that was never truly implemented, 
communism was the dream of my father, a fierce and unwavering communist who was active in the struggle against 
colonialism and in political life during the first decades of independent Angola. The rust corroding the ships today 
is like the years of war which ate away part of his life and the political system which he still defends to this day.  
 
The rust is like the dust which today covers the long untouched books by Marx, Engels and Lenin and the Soviet 
“Sputnik” magazines on the shelves of the national libraries. The boats are slowly falling apart in the sea. The huge 
machines built for fishing are today forming real corals, where the fish lay their eggs for the shoals of the future. 
Communism was one of the pretexts used by the different aggressors as part of a geostrategy during the Cold War, 
which as a result fed one of the longest and cruellest wars in Africa. Most of the population never understood what 
communism meant and capitalism even less; many died without really knowing what they were fighting for. And for 
the youngsters swimming at Praia de Santiago today, in times of peace, Marx is just the name of a ship run aground 
in the Tropics. 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Karl Marx, Luanda, 2006, 
photography triptych print mounted on aluminium, cm. 130 x 86 each 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Un recuedo para ti, 2009, photo print mounted on aluminium, cm. 130 x 86 each 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Un recuerdo para ti, 2009, 
installation view from Luanda: Smooth and Rave, Evento, Bordeux 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Walls and politics I, 2007, 
photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 70 x 100 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Walls and politics II, 2007, 
photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 70 x 100 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Walls and politics III, 2007, 
photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 70 x 100 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Dipanda, 2005, photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 70 x 100 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Galleria Fonti, via Chiaia 229, Napoli Italia - zip 80132 - tel/fax 0039 081 411409 - www.galleriafonti.it - info@galleriafonti.it 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, Cold war-collateral effects, 2005, 
photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 86 x 130 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, ScareCrow of DemocraCY, 2007, photography diptych print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x120 each 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Bullet proof photography, 2007, photography diptych print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x 120 each 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Untouchable lines for apacific existence, 2007, 
photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 x 120 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Between the two red telephones, 2007, 
exhibition view, galleria Fonti, Napoli 
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Niemeyer's Dream – Luanda: Year 0. 
Nothing more closely resembles a ruin than a building under construction. 
 

It's impossible to consider my work without considering Luanda. Over 400 years old, Luanda is the oldest 
town south of the Sahara and has spent a good part of its history surrounded by wars and home to all types of 
fugitives. Children of the world in the breasts of a single mother city, both the oldest and the youngest at the same 
time, constantly re-made, constantly re-signified according to the context. A mixture of so many eras and 
geographies. An Atlantic city linked to Portugal, Brazil, Cuba, the former USSR, the USA in which the government 
may be formed by Africans who besides Portuguese speak English, Russian and Serbo-Croat. Luanda is an amalgam 
constantly de-re-forming. 

 
Luanda: Year Zero. In November 1975, like a flash of lightning, thousands fled the city. With the colonial 

era over, the chronometer was re-set to zero. The change was radical: Luanda, the capital of Angola, on Africa's 
western coast, became a ghost town abandoned by its settlers and anxious for new inhabitants and its new freedom. 
The city then became a massive “squat”. People from the ghetto and the country invaded the empty buildings. In 
flats marked by memories of another age, more and more African families now lived, using “European spaces” in a 
totally different way, creating an urban logic based on DIY. 

 
Luanda became an extraordinary city where the down-and-out and the multimillionaire lived in the same 

buildings and shared the same steps, as Oscar Niemeyer had dreamed when he designed the iconic Copan building 
in São Paulo. Copan is the largest reinforced concrete structure in Latin America, a winding 35-storey building with 
roughly 2,000 residents from different social classes divided into blocks with differently-sized flats. It also has a 
gallery with hair salons, shops and even a cinema, which was later converted into an Evangelical church.  

The parallel between the Copan building and post-independence Luanda is still relevant. Just like 
Niemeyer's failed dream on the other side of the Atlantic, the explosive growth in Luanda's population has caused 
headaches. Overcrowded housing, traffic gridlock, cinemas converted into churches and lifts in new residential 
buildings. It is the start of a long dive into chaos. 

 
Between the civil war and the new world order, funge (traditional food) on Saturdays and the 

multinationals, the city is holding on. The communist dream died and the new towers grow. In neoliberal 
capitalism, there's no room for utopias. Nor “squatter” cities. Living in the centre means living fast and speed is 
power. The people who once occupied the ghost city, and the ones that still arriving from the rural area, entered in 
the interminable musseques, the new realm of experimentation. The landscape here is greyer – but the only grey is 
in the landscape. 

 
Home to politicians, ex-soldiers, war refugees, Catholics, Muslims, Mucubals, transvestites and celebrities, 

the musseques reinvent themselves constantly. It doesn't matter whether we live under communism or capitalism, 
one-party or multi-party politics. Power here is independent of any institution or religious belief. It is distributed in 
the streets and neighbourhoods, forming an opaque territory that is hard to apprehend by the “system” as it is so 
interwoven. The economy is domestic, based on buying and selling. The culture is hybrid, intense and extremely 
experimental. High tech is married with animism, the rhythms and dances assault the asphalt city. The 
candogueiros (informal taxis), as if they were youtube, disseminate the music and attitude from the musseques 
throughout the cities and villages of the whole country. In the end, the musseque created a national identity. Like a 
cancer which has taken over the organism and produced mutations. 

 
Any attempt to conceive theories about these phenomena becomes useless and obsolete as soon as they are 

created. This is definitively a parallel universe. There are no solitary figures or tourists in this story; no one is left 
indifferent. Life is a constant endeavour. Cities like these exist everywhere, they are planetary in their essence – 
continents become too small for them. They also overflow the boundaries of fiction. Their rapid mutation and weak 
immune system gives them absolutely no defence against unknown agents. Everything becomes a part of them. 

 
A post-apocalyptic reality is created in which all eras are contemporary between themselves. It is the end of 

the world and its re-beginning. If Africa is the future, the future is now.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Galleria Fonti, via Chiaia 229, Napoli Italia - zip 80132 - tel/fax 0039 081 411409 - www.galleriafonti.it - info@galleriafonti.it 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, Chinese Connection, 2006, photography print mounted on aluminium, 
cm. 86 x 130 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Alô Alô, 2005, photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 130 x 86 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Placenta, 2005, photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 130 x 86 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Che Boy, 2005, 
photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 86 x 130 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, Ngola Bar, 2005, photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 200 x 110 each 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, WC, 2005, photography print mounted on aluminium, cm. 80 X 120 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, 
Redefining The Power IV (Serie 75 with Shunnuz Fiel), 
2011, photo print mounted on aluminum, cm. 150 x 100, 
courtesy Galleria Fonti Napoli 
 

D a r i e l  C o b b  
(Massachusetts Institute of Technology) 
The photograph shows a man standing on a monumental pedestal, arms akimbo, occupying the home of some forgotten statue. The man is 
Angolan fashion designer Shunnoz Fiel dos Santos; the now-removed statue bore the likeness of Portuguese colonist Paolo Dias de Novais, 
who claimed the small coastal settlement that became Angola's capitol as São Paulo da Assumpcão de Loanda in 1575. In the 2011 series 
"Redefining the Power," Angolan artist Kiluanji Kia Henda depicts Fiel atop different vacated pedestals across central Luanda. In Redefining the 
Power IV, Fiel is wearing a grey one piece outfit with flared trousers, a dark green cap, and long braided dreadlocks down his back. In another, 
he's reciting poetry wearing bright colors-a green jacket over a red shirt, layers of blue skirts over yellow short pants, and red stockings. In a 
third, he's dressed in black and purple, holding out the symbol the American musician Prince used as a pseudonym. Henda's photographs use 
Shunnoz Fiel's sartorial playfulness to pose serious questions about Angola's historical memory- its four centuries of colonial conflict followed by 
three decades of civil war-and to introduce into public dialogue more inventive and imaginative notions of the nation's future. Henda harnesses 
and reconfigures the layers of meaning represented by public urban monuments, what Pierre Nora (1989) calls lieux de mémoires ("sites of 
memory"), and rather than stripping them of affect, repurposes empty pedestals as sites for the public contestation of Angola's future. This is a 
temporal exercise, mixing up the past so as to catalyze and ignite possible futures. Henda's political engagement, characterized by a seductive 
mix of humor and pathos, exemplifies the power art has to challenge and expand society's oneiric capacities. The project "Redefining the 
Power" does exactly this-invites critique of Angola's political, social, and economic policies by asking simply, who does Angola want to be? 
PLANNING LUANDA: THE CITY AND ITS MONUMENTS 
The present disordered fabric of urban Luanda, the landscape surrounding Henda's work, is a direct reflection of its political history. Under 
Portuguese colonial influence (1575-1975), Luanda's urbanization followed the governing principles of various European models, disregarding 
the indigenous "essence of its built environment," deemed both fragile and confusing. "Entire cities were thus designed and built from scratch..." 
(Macedo 2012, 90). Initial efforts were modest, beginning with a series of hilltop forts overlooking the harbor; late-Medieval constructions of 
thick-walled stone around which clusters of houses gathered and new roads were cut. Luanda was a mercantile post and a hub of the slave 
trade, but full time residents were few. Over the centuries the city crept down the slope onto the harbor side, forming waterfront avenues and 
radial plazas in a roughly interconnected grid. These plazas were typically punctuated with statues of Portuguese heroes from what came to be 
called "The Age of Discoveries," each named for the man depicted, such as Largo Infante D. Henrìque-the only such plaza to retain its name 
following Angola's independence. 
 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, 
Redefining The Power II (Serie 75 with Shunnuz Fiel), 2011, 
photo print mounted on aluminum, cm. 150 x 100, 
courtesy Galleria Fonti Napoli 
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These stone men atop their towering pedestals served as much to reassure Portuguese colonial citizens as to hector native peoples. Each was 
a public proclamation of Portugal's domination, a celebration of military and technological prowess presented as cultural superiority embodied. 
Not until it was consumed by the political ramifications of the last convulsions of colonialism did Portugal claim Luanda as the capital of a large 
and growing settler society. In the epoch prior, from the fourteenth to the nineteenth century, the European population of the city remained 
relatively stable. Despite road building and other small-scale infrastructure projects, neither the architectural density nor the outline of the city 
changed significantly until the twentieth century. As a result, the choice and placement of monuments became one of Portugal's most noticeable 
planning interventions in this period. 
Urban planning took on new agency in the twentieth century, as the Portuguese government in Angola began to reimagine and transition itself 
from an imperial colonial power to a "pluricontinental" settler society. Luanda's rising population, including many more Portuguese immigrants, 
and Angola's increasing importance to Portugal's economy (first through diamond mining and later through oil extraction) led to a succession of 
new master plans. The 1942 urban plan diagrams developed by Etienne de Gröer and D. Moreira da Silva are somewhat outmoded and are 
reminiscent of Ebenezer Howard's 1902 treatise "Garden Cities of To-Morrow," which advocated the creation of small satellite cities to 
depopulate congested and polluted industrial city centers in England. The 1952 plan by João António Aguiar features a much more 
contemporary, Modernist, rationalist network of roughly rectangular blocks, similar to plans developed by Le Corbusier-for whom Aguiar once 
worked-and Josep Lluís Sert for Bogota, Columbia in 1948. Aguiar also designed plans for several other Portuguese colonial cities in 1952, 
including São Tomé, Cabinda, and Huambo ("Nova Lisboa"), the last of which stands out for its French Imperial style, representing the 
grandiose goals of Portugal's fascist Prime Minister António de Oliviera Salazar, who held office from 1933-1968. Salazar's dream of an Estado 
Novo ("A New State"), also called "The Second Republic," was in reality a conservative, authoritarian, pro-Roman Catholic regime which 
justified Portuguese imperialism as a check against the spread of communism and the growing economic power of the NATO alliance, of which 
Pedro Manuel Santos writes Portugal felt compelled-as an unfortunate necessity-to be a part. 
Aguiar's urban plans were commissioned just after the complete restructuring of the Portuguese colonial system in 1951. Salazar declared that 
the colonies were no longer to be treated as tributes to the nation, but to be officially considered as provinces, with parliamentary representation, 
a notion Kiluanji Kia Henda refers to as a "myth." References to "colonies" and "colonialism" were removed from political rhetoric, department 
titles, and official documents, and replaced with the term "ultra-marine" in a gesture towards unity that imagined Portugal neither as a nation nor 
as a paternalistic empire, but as the capital of a global lusophone culture. Novo Lisboa was to be the seat of this enterprise in Africa. This 
gesture, partially in response to anticolonial criticism from the UN, extends and justifies a political vision publicized between the world wars (but 
which is arguably much older). At the 1934 Colonial Exhibition in Oporto, a map ostensibly "drawn" by military officer and politician Henrique 
Galvão was presented depicting Portugal and its colonies, colored red, superimposed over the rest of Europe, colored yellow. It's title, Portugal 
Não é um País Pequeno("Portugal is Not a Small Country"), points to the motivation for many of the nation's political choices; that is, this was a 
European power unwillingly on the decline. Like a geopolitical Napoleon complex, Portugal imagined itself enlarged by the territory of its 
colonies, casting an imposing shadow across European neighbors that had outpaced Portugal-Europe's oldest continuous colonial power-
technologically, economically, and in commensurate political power. These maps also served to remind the nation that were it to lose its 
colonies, retaining control only up to its traditional national boundaries, it would in fact be quite small, and would furthermore lack a self-
reinforcing system of colonial trade and wealth accumulation. 

 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, 
Redefining The Power III (Serie 75 with Shunnuz Fiel), 2011, 
triptyct, photo print mounted on aluminum, cm. 150 x 100, 
courtesy Galleria Fonti Napoli 
 
Like the colonies themselves, Portuguese colonial monuments were also rhetorically reframed under Salazar as spectacles of Estado 
Novo, celebrating what Walter Benjamin would call the "cult" value of traditional aesthetics as a popular vehicle for political memory in public 
space (Verheij 2013). During the 1936 dedication of a monumental statue of Portuguese conqueror Mouzinho de Albuquerque at the center of a 
new square in Lourenço Marques, Mozambique, the interim Governor-General José Nicolau Nunes de Oliviera observed statuary this way: 
The work of art, even when carved by the hands of genius and warmed by its divine breath, always falls short of the artist's dream, and even 
more of the votive intent that anxiously searches to reveal itself in it. I do not know, however, what better suited homage a thankful nation can 
pay to those noble men who conquered immortality for her.... (qtd. in Verheij par. 29) 
Gerbert Verheij argues that the void between the statue and its referent, its failure to be animated by its human form and its lack of aura or 
specific presence, aims to "produce a distance between historical representation and present reception, opening up space for the manipulation 
of its meaning. In a certain sense, the failure of the image as representation is necessary; it produces a distance to the historical referent which 
allows it to appear as something above history, as myth" (par. 31). The monumentality of the statue-an anesthetization of politics-combined with 
the evacuation of personality, is representative of the Estado Novo as well as of the monuments of other fascist regimes. 
Totalitarian art uses political aesthetization to reclaim the past in the name of a supposed nationalist (or ethnic) tradition, fusing aspects of social 
narrative around an all-encompassing idea of the State. Like totalitarian architecture, it is meant to "create not only a new physical space, but 
also a mental space that could serve as a medium between the idea and its implementation" (Rudovska 2012, 77). In the colonies, these 
aesthetic objects occupy and infuse shared lieux de mémoires with messages meant to artificially impose difference rather than a sense of 
belonging, to reinforce the existing hierarchy in new terms. The monument is a locus that represents the mythic secular sublime amidst the 
banality of day-to-day life, creating "a space in which a community can see its own mirror image" (Verheij par. 51). Only after the removal-the 
"symbolic death"-of such statues can free people begin to "build their own place upon the ruins of the past" (Verheij par. 65). 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda, 
Balamuka – Ambush, 2010, 
installation view by Susana Pomba (missdove.org), “No Fly Zone,” 
Museu Colecção Berardo, Lisbon, 2013 
 

Thus even as the Estado Novo proclaimed itself a welcoming, non-racist vehicle of lusophone culture under the guise of "lusotropicalism," it 
simultaneously concretized Portuguese dominance across public space at home and abroad. In the 1940 Exposition of the Portuguese World in 
Lisbon, for instance, the ethnographic section "put actual colonial subjects on display" (Sapega 2008, 22), which seems quite contrary to 
Salazar's rhetoric of Portuguese imperialism as "of a humanistic, hybrid, non-racist kind" (Peralta 2011, 197). This Janus-faced stance continued 
throughout the 1950s into the early 1960s with the construction of new towns, the erection of new statues, and the inscription of jingoistic 
phrases on public buildings and in public plazas throughout Portugal's territories. In the main square of Lourenço Marques, Mozambique, the 
message Aqui também é Portugal-"This is also Portugal"-was laid into the pavement directly in front of the town hall during the 1960s (Verheij 
par. 18). 
In Luanda, a third series of master plans were initiated in 1961 by architect Fernão Simões de Carvalho. These focused primarily on the 
development of highspeed roads, including Luanda's main boundary ring road. Carvalho was also concerned with Luanda's rising inequality and 
class separation and sought to promote mixed residential communities through the distribution of high- and low-rise Modernist housing. This 
planning effort was contemporaneous to the start of the Portuguese Colonial War in Angola, and ended unfinished (that is, without a final master 
plan) in 1964, after Portugal had suffered numerous military losses across its global territories. 
Angola was declared an independent nation in 1975, but already during the war Portuguese statuary began to be removed from plaza pedestals 
in central Luanda. Despite Portugal's insistence on shared cultural memory, Luanda's removal of these statues of famed Portuguese explorers, 
which represents Luanda's denial of their colonists' right to claim Angolan cultural heritage, runs parallel to Lisbon's refusal to honor "anticolonial 
liberation heroes" with statuary in all the decades since (Sieber 2010, 112). The only colonial- era statue in Luanda to be completely destroyed, 
however, was the war memorial located in Largo da Maria da Fonte, Luanda's main market square today known as Largo do Kinaxixi. Sculpted 
by Henrique Moreira and dedicated in 1937, this memorial in honor of Portugal's World War I dead depicted Victory with her sword aloft flanked 
by two Portuguese soldiers in period military garb. The figure of Victory was also understood to be Maria da Fonte, a nineteenth century 
Portuguese hero who helped foment a popular revolt. The statue sat atop a monumental Modernist pedestal characteristic of industrial, socialist 
architecture of the 1930s. In April 1975, just prior to the official declaration of independence, the statue was destroyed using dynamite, 
whereupon it was replaced by a Soviet military tank (Gillemans). The tank's origin is significant. Throughout the Portuguese Colonial War the 
MPLA, a resistance and liberation group that held sway in Luanda and succeeded to the presidency, was funded and supplied by the USSR, in 
direct refutation of Salazar's anti-communist stance. In November 2002, a new statue was erected in its place upon a similar pedestal, a 
monumental bronze of Queen Njinga Mbande (1582-1663), one of the best-documented and most successful African rulers of the early modern 
period. 
During her lifetime Njinga Mbande, also known by several other names including "Dona Ana de Sousa," expanded her territory and resettled 
former slaves while holding the Portuguese at bay along the coast of modern-day Angola. She led men into battle through multiple wars, and 
was celebrated for her wit, intelligence, political acumen, and military tactics. In her statue she is depicted standing, calm and composed, 
wearing an interpretation of traditional garb more modest than historically accurate, grasping an axe in one hand and looking into the far 
distance, seemingly ready for any confrontation. The simplicity of the sole figure of Njinga Mbande commands more presence than that of the 
previous World War I memorial, dwarfing Maria da Fonte in historical importance if not in physical stature. The memorialization of Njinga 
Mbande, who lived contemporaneous to Paolo Dias de Novais, is a direct rebuttal to the statues of men who embodied Portugal's empire and 
once commanded the city's squares. The Queen is taller than any of those figures, cast in bronze (which gives her flesh a brown color), and 
female, in all ways different from Angola's Portuguese conquerors except one-she too is a military leader. 
In Balamuka (Ambush), 2010, Kiluanji Kia Henda photographs the statue of Njinga Mbande in exile, awaiting the completion of new construction 
around Largo do Kinaxixi. The monumental bronze finds itself in a courtyard facing the deposed statues of Luís Vaz de Camões, Dom Afonso 
Henriques, and Pedro Álvares Cabral, among others. Henda stages a twelve-part confrontation simply by turning his lens. That Henda 
recognizes the political implications of public monuments, their embodiment of shared social values, history, and collective memory, could not 
be more clear. An earlier work, Transit, 2007, shows the dismembered sections of a statue of Paolo Dias de Novais on the ground, preparing for 
transport to the Museum of the Armed Forces, a former Portuguese fort in central Luanda, where it and many of its compatriots can be found 
today. During a lecture delivered at the Tate Modern in 2010, Henda explained that this statue does "not [have] a place of exhibition... they don't 
know how [or] where to keep it. So I had this feeling that this monument became like a citizen which his visa has already expired, and so it 
should be back to the point of origin." This was the beginning of the artist's interest in the fate and function of Luanda's monuments, particularly 
during the first decade of Angola's peaceful self-rule. 
 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, 
Transit, 2011, photo print mounted on aluminum, cm. 150 x 100, 
courtesy Galleria Fonti Napoli 
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The populism personified by the monument of Njinga Mbande has not yet extended to post-independence planning in Luanda. Urban planning 
remained dormant throughout the Colonial War, and later, the Angolan Civil War, until 1992, which marked the beginning of a brief armistice. In 
1994, an isolated upper middle class neighborhood was developed south of the city, appropriately called "Luanda Sul," populated primarily by 
government officials and their families. Little has been built for the vast majority of the city's population, 80 percent of whom live in musseques, 
the local term for slums (Macedo 2012, 93). In fact, the most significant planning moves to affect the poor have been the clearing of their homes 
from land over which they hold uncertain legal tenure. Most of these citizens arrived in Luanda during the Civil War, fleeing rural areas that had 
transformed into battle zones. With Luanda's formal infrastructure only capable of supporting a population of 500,000, as the city swelled to 18 
million it could not maintain its quality of life (Power 2012, 999). Rather than developing a comprehensive regional plan to extend water, power, 
and sanitation, or a plan to build more permanent, legal urban housing, Angola has instead turned toward the global market for "solutions" which 
offer maximum profit. Since the end of the civil war in 2002, Angola has sought out development agencies from China and the United Arab 
Emirates to deliver master plans, publicly touting a "south-south" model of mutual economic benefit that in fact enriches very few private parties. 
"Since the end of the civil war in 2002, Angola has sought out development agencies from China and the United Arab Emirates to deliver master 
plans, publicly touting a "south-south" model of mutual economic benefit that in fact enriches very few private parties." 
Given that China is Angola's primary foreign investor and trade partner, it is not surprising that Luanda's current model for modernization is an 
idealized, high technology version of Chinese urban development circa 1960, built by Chinese workers using Chinese equipment (Power 2012, 
995). By 2025, Angola's new geography will feature urban decentralization, the fullscale development of new cities tabula rasa, isolated 
industrial and special economic zones, and extended road and rail infrastructure. However, as Power argues, despite the publication of glossy 
brochures filled with positive pro-development rhetoric, Angola lacks any systematic or transparent national development policy. What has been 
built emphasizes segregation and citadelization along class lines, a spatial system that effectively criminalizes the poor, directly counter to 
Carvalho's 1960s-era aspirations for urban housing models that would consciously comingle different classes. The fear of the lower classes as 
vectors of crime, violence, and general disorder has become so entrenched that a Lebanese developer, Dar Al-Handasah, proposes to dredge 
Luanda Bay between the mainland and Chicala island, narrowing its thin land bridge so as to protect newly planned "archipelagos of utopian 
luxury" from the unwelcome incursions of informal housing and its residents (Power 2012, 1010). Other projects underline the government's 
internal corruption and ineptitude. The new city of Kilamba, for example, was meant to house 500,000 middle-income residents, but with 
apartments selling for a minimum price of $120,000 US, it is far too expensive; acres of buildings remain empty. 
 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, 
Mussorongo, 2009, photo print mounted on aluminum, cm. 150 x 100, 
courtesy Galleria Fonti Napoli 
 
Planning in Luanda has progressed only in fits and starts, shaped during the colonial period by dominate European models such as the English 
garden city, the French imperial capital, and the ‘International Style' of Modernism. Each new plan has negotiated Portugal's evolving 
relationship to its colonies. Yet only at the book ends of Portuguese rule-in the beginning and during the penultimate years prior to Angola's 
independence- did statuary play a dominant role in asserting cultural superiority. The messages initially asserted by figures from the Age of 
Discoveries were reinforced and reiterated during Portugal's fascist Estado Novo period. Since independence, the role of statuary has regained 
its recognizable force as a vehicle for reshaping and reclaiming historical memory. Beginning with the demise of Portugal's "Victory"-the World 
War I memorial- the post-civil war period has been witness to renewed visions of Angola's history and identity, most notably as embodied in the 
figure of Njinga Mbande. Contemporary urban plans for Luanda, however, are banal expressions of market forces and lack any power for 
cultural mobilization. It is this striking contrast, between city and statue, which raises the stakes for the many empty pedestals inhabiting 
downtown Luanda. Could these pedestals become sites for renewed popular dreams? Or will they too be stripped of their potential for inclusion 
and inspiration? 
HYBRIDITY: MONUMENTS, MEMORY, AND ART 
It is against this backdrop of both historical and contemporary government-sanctioned disempowerment and confusão (confusion) that one must 
situate Kiluanji Kia Henda's work. Drawing upon Žižek, Šakaja and Stanić suggest that autoreferencing via architecture and monument building 
is part of how a nation "finds its sense of self-identity by revealing itself as already present in its tradition" (2012, 503). The monument enables 
the state to promote a particular reading of the present as embodied by selected celebrations of the past. The statue of Njinga Mbande, for 
example, brings her centuries-old story of resistance to the awareness of contemporary Angolans, and integrates it with the history of recent 
conflicts that enabled the nation's enfranchisement with the end of colonialism. In this juxtaposition of temporalities, the location of Mbande's 
statue is instrumental. 
Yet the complexity of Angola's multilayered constituency- diverse politically, ethnically, and economically- complicates any hegemonic vision of 
the nation's future. The horrors of the civil war, how Angolans treated one another, rival those of the colonial era. Because official narratives of 
history are often used to legitimize the crimes of the past, history itself places the monument-its symbolic manifestation-in an uncertain position. 
"With this abiding link between the means of articulating history and an abhorrent past, the very notion of the monument appear[s] untenable" 
(Stubblefield 2011, 1). With the civil war very much present in the memory of Angola's citizens, the permanence of any monument-wrought in 
materials meant to last generations-could elicit distrust and suspicion were a more controversial figure or event chosen for memorialization. 
"[T]he complexity of Angola's multilayered constituency-diverse politically, ethnically, and economically-complicates any hegemonic vision of the 
nation's future." 
Henda's work asks Angolans to consider what should happen to Luanda's cultural legacy as embodied in its statuary. Should Paolo Dias de 
Novais stay with his fellows at the Museum of the Armed Forces, a leftover outlier without a true home? Does the Portuguese founder of Luanda 
deserve honor, ridicule, or indifference? The suspended animation of the dismembered statue in Transit suggests perhaps a mixture of all three. 
For statutes that have outlived their public purpose yet still possess considerable social-historical residue, the "strategy of relocation-[a] change 
of place from central to peripheral areas" is common, particularly among nations of the former Eastern Bloc (Šakaja and Stanić 2011, 506). A 
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statue from the main public square may be removed to a quiet residential neighborhood, where its aura is diminished but not forgotten. The 
valiant allegorical worker upon his pedestal in front of the once state-run factory can now be found on the ground in the courtyard to its rear. 
Parks that cheerfully and ironically display a collection of ideologically obsolete statuary are not unknown; examples include Memento Park in 
Budapest, Hungary and Fallen Monument Park in Moscow. Such locations act as the nation's "hybrid memory-scapes," serving to contest new 
identities by retaining a layer of older, outmoded ones; or they might simply allow citizens to celebrate their nation's break from the past by 
retaining the symbols of that past defanged and decathected in the present (Light and Young 2010, 1453). 

 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, Ngola Bar, 2005, photo print mounted on aluminum, cm. 200 x 110, 
courtesy Galleria Fonti Napoli 
 
The son of a former government official, Henda is a member of the bourgeoisie who has come to reject monocular visions of Angolan society. 
Born in 1979, Henda has lived his entire life-until 2002-in a wartorn country, learning his craft from photojournalists documenting the Civil War 
(Afonso 2011). The process of an artist in Angola in many ways mirrors the liminal nature of Angolan culture, a society with the possibility of 
being born anew. Just as the artist invents new worlds and composes new realities, so too have Angolans required flexibility and inventiveness 
to survive. Henda describes being "original" as an artist a "huge challenge," particularly "in a country where every[one] has to be creative to 
overcome many problems. It's like improvisation as a way of living." In his series of portraits of residents from the musseques, "Portraits From a 
Slippery Look," 2009, Henda photographs sartorial trend-setters and celebrated dancers of kuduro, an emerging Angolan electronic musical 
style. As an artist, he seems to have found himself reflected in the redemptive qualities of aesthetic celebration amidst such impoverished 
conditions. This has impacted his politics as well as his sense of place within Angolan culture. As Henda (2010) declares: 
It makes no difference which kind of system we live in, if it's capitalist or communism, mono or stereo party, those places [the musessques] they 
had like very autonomous ways to rule... The culture is hybrid, and intense, and extremely experimental. The high tech is really mixed with 
animism; and so we had new sound, new music... new dancing, new style, and so for me that was really important to make portrait[s] of this 
transition that the country is living. And the townships really they become like the place of inspiration.... And I think that any attempt to conceive 
any theories about this phenomena becomes useless and obsolete the minute they are created. This is a parallel universe.  
The creativity and the individualism evident in "Portraits From a Slippery Look" emphasize the cultural hybridity Henda recognizes as emerging 
from Luanda's townships. Sartorial invention is as much a part of Angola's transition, reimagining, and re-emergence as its urban or industrial 
development. Henda's partnership with fashion designer Shunnoz Fiel in the series "Redefining the Power," 2011, is particularly appropriate for 
addressing issues of self-identification and cultural projection in Angola. Sartorial citation accrues power in a post-colonial context. As Jill Cole 
(2013) explains in reference to the integration of indigenous Ovihimba fashion within contemporary Namibian commercial culture, dress is a 
signifier for various modes of citizenship. Not only does dress reflect personal aspirations, costume itself carries deeply shared cultural and 
religious significance in a readily legible form. As Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (2010) tells us, religious traditions among Bakongo people, including 
costume, are direct antecedents of the carnival celebration in Brazil, reinforcing the debt of global lusophone culture to the sartorial creativity of 
Angola's people. As one of the two designers for haute couture label Projecto Mental, Fiel embodies a nexus of cultural creativity that projects 
contemporary Angolan identity worldwide. Henda's act of posing Fiel atop a monumental pedestal in place of 16th century Portuguese colonist 
Paolo Dias de Novais in Largo do Lumeji, or 19th century colonial Governor-General Pedro Alexandrino da Cunha near Largo Rainha Ginga, 
works to claim Angola's future for those with the creative capacity to shape Angola's culture. 

 

Kiluanji Kia Henda, 
Lady G, 2009, photo print mounted on aluminum, cm. 150 x 100, 
courtesy Galleria Fonti Napoli 
 

"Redefining the Power" rewrites the semiotic force of past monuments, "those self-aggrandizing, heroic monuments that utilize their physical 
remove from daily life to reinforce the static and eternal history they articulate," and makes apparent that the actors who will create and define 
Angola's future may very well originate from the ordinary creativity of the everyday (Stubblefield 2011, 2). The temporal life of Henda's 
monuments-as brief as the click of a camera lens-are counter-memorials which allow the "active negation of presence" to shift the political work 
of memorialization onto public discourse itself (1). That is, Henda's photographs encourage speculation as to whether or not certain monumental 
pedestals in central Luanda should remain vacant. As James Young (1999) has noted regarding imaginative post-World War II German 
memorials, "In the end, the counter-memorial reminds us that the best German memorial to the fascist era and its victims may not be a single 
memorial at all-but simply the never-to-be-resolved debate over which kind of memory to preserve, how to do it, in whose name, and to what 
end" (9). 
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Questions about the power and legitimacy of monuments and memorials cross numerous social and political contexts. Memory, as a shared 
human experience, can be co-opted or claimed, but never fully controlled by any state actor. In this way, Henda's work in an Angolan context 
enters into conversation with similar debates globally. Luanda is at an important and potentially very powerful moment of urban transition. 
Emerging into a global neo-liberal economy following its earlier socialist culture, Luanda, like Zagreb, Croatia, is "rethinking history and 
negotiating its meanings," which, Šakaja and Stanić write, is "one of the essential traits of the post-communist transition" (499). A potential way 
to further this transition is through the installation of new public monuments proclaiming new ambitions, important indicators of recodified 
memory though perhaps less "impressive" than the proliferation of new capitalist signifiers such as shopping centers and corporate offices 
(498). Just as Queen Njinga Mbande will soon look out over a new luxury shopping and office complex at Largo do Kinaxixi, what monuments 
that are similarly inclusive in tone might greet other sections of the city? Henda's work suggests that, as in Bamako, Mali, these new 
national lieux de mémoire could be places "wherein citizens, especially young people, can engage in the performance of a shared history and 
national purpose" (Arnoldi 2007, 2). These yet to be realized sites will be interrogated by new sets of interpretive practices, engaging in a 
cyclical process of historical interpretation that allows evolving cultures to continually revisit unanswered social questions. Henda's series 
"Redefining the Power" represents an intermediate, catalyzing step between forgetting the past and imagining the future. As Achille Mbembe 
(2013a) explains, the "future" is both a political and an aesthetic category with a profound role to play in postcolonial societies. "Futurism is a 
form of imagination that in practice is becoming a foundational dimension." The capacity to imagine the future is necessary for genuine collective 
agency because it keeps open the possibility of its own existence. If societies are constituted on the means of controlling oneiric functions, as 
Mbembe argues, then by denying basic infrastructure, Angola has curtailed Luanda's citizens' temporal imagination by restricting their bodies to 
daily struggles, reducing them to a purely biological life. The creative fields, with their capacity to demonstrate, or "try on," different guises of the 
future like so many different clothes, is key to the revitalization of Angola's shared cultural dreaming functions. As Mbembe (2013b) states, 
For Frantz Fanon, the most brutal consequence of the injuries inflicted to those who had been subjected to abject forms of racial violation was 
an inability to imagine or project themselves forward in time while, at the same time, that is, imagining the future. Their sense of temporality had 
been crippled, as a result of which they had developed a specific illness-a faulty sense of a future they believed they could not control or shape. 
Perhaps this lack of imagination is part of the reason why the Angolan government continues to look outside itself to the international community 
for urban development models. Kiluanji Kia Henda's "Redefining the Power" offers instead a strong sense of place and of community, and a 
profound faith in the creative capacity of Angolans to control and shape their own representations. 
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Zineb Sedira, MiddleSea, 2008, still from a color video, 16 minutes. 

“Wild Is the Wind” brings together seven artists whose work shares a sensibility that the curator, Laurie Ann Farrell, 

connects to the mood and lyrics of the 1957 American song of the same title, a slow, melancholic ballad of longing, 

discovery, and love. To translate these emotions into a coherent visual exhibition, Farrell casts her net wide. MiddleSea, 

2008, a hauntingly beautiful video by Zineb Sedira, follows a middle-aged man who is alternately lost in contemplation 

and pacing the deck as he travels as the lone passenger on a ferry. Ghada Amer’s equally compelling installation, Le 

Salon Courbé, 2007, explores the space between cultures and examines the definition of terrorism in English and Arabic. 

Kiluanji Kia Henda’s large-scale color prints reveal the beauty and dignity the Angolan photographer has found among 

Luanda’s poverty-struck inhabitants. His pictures provide an interesting contrast to Shish Kebab, 2004, Lara Baladi’s 

critical look at the culturally loaded media images that flood society. 

Less obvious but no less powerful are paintings by Odili Donald Odita, whose hard-edge abstractions speak of a desire to 

create harmony among elements that may be at odds with one another. Similarly, Nicholas Hlobo’s elegant sewn 

“drawings” made from leather, tire rubber, and ribbon offer personal meditations regarding his search for acceptance as a 

gay black man in post-apartheid South Africa. Combined with Penny Siopis’s figurative paintings, which teeter between 

romanticism and fantasy, the exhibition becomes a thought-provoking meditation on the very basic human quest for 

understanding and acceptance. 

— Rebecca Cochran 
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Kiluanji Kia Henda: Art Beyond the Local and the Global  
By Rachel Nelson 
Published at NKA Magazine (Nka 2013 Volume 2013, Number 33) 
 
 
Kiluanji Kia Henda lives and works in Luanda, Angola, and has been active on the contemporary art 
circuit since 2007. The artist is an example of the increased presence on international art circuits of 
Angolan artists since the end of the nearly thirty-year civil war that ravaged the country until 2002. He 
has shown in biennials and triennials from Venice to Guangzhou and is represented by galleries in Brazil, 
Italy, Paris, and in Luanda. His work considers both the role of art in Angola, at the end of first decade of 
peace, in building national consciousness and the potential of art for initiating conversations about broad 
geo- politics, Kia Henda is negotiating global and local systems of meaning making. Thus, his work is 
paradigmatic of what noted curator Hou Hanru has articulated in another context as “con- temporary art 
created from and for different localities but immediately involved with the swirl of global information, 
communication, and displacement.” (1) As artists from countries outside of mainstream art nexuses take 
part in and influence global art forums, this is imagined, Hanru has noted, as “an efficient means to 
resistance, interruption and deconstruction of the established, dominant, hegemonic power of global 
capitalism and its ideology.” (2) However, negotiating between local and global concerns has led to some 
moments of misunderstanding. As Kia Henda shows his work around the globe, the meanings attached 
to it have shifted through context of where and how it is shown. His exhibition history has become 
illustrative of the potentials and problems of art and exhibitions as sites of mediation between the local 
and the global. 
 
For instance, work that Kia Henda has shown in both Angola and in Brazil has generated different 
responses. In 2008, in an exhibition in Luanda called “Stories and Diligence”, Kia Henda addressed 
issues of sexuality and gender constructions in An- gola with a photograph entitled Poderosa de Bom 
Jesus (2008). This work is of a locally famous self-identified transvestite from the suburbs of Luanda 
known as Poderosa, which translates as “Almighty” from the Portuguese. Kia Henda posed Poderosa in 
the clothing that Mumuila women in Southwestern Angola both historically and currently wear. Treading 
between both local and global conceptions of Angolan identity, the artist photographed Poderosa in a 
mode of dress and in a wide expanse of grasslands that creates an image recognizable to an audience 
used to the representations of Africa found in news magazines. He located Poderosa in the idea of what 
so-called “traditional” cultures in Angola look like within the global media and called in to questions how 
this visualization of identity has largely ignored or repressed so-called non-normative aspects of gender 
and sexuality. Thus, this image proposes to challenge what both lo- cal and global art viewers imagine 
“traditional” Angolan identity to look like and what gender roles it contains. As Kia Henda explains, in 
the exhibition of this work in Luanda, “When people first went into the room and saw this picture, the 
first thing people said was, “This is our culture, our tradition”, but as they look, they had to think about 
what this means- “Our culture, Our traditions”.” (3) The hope was that this challenge to the imagining of 
a rigid conception of cultural identity would also be taken up outside of Angola. 
 
However, when Kia Henda showed this work in São Paulo in 2009, the image worked in a different way. 
The culturally conventional gender roles of the Mumuila, especially as they relate to dress, are less 
obvious to the gallery goer in Brazil, so Kia Henda had to indicate the fact that Poderosa was a 
transvestite on the wall label. And, importantly, the work seemed familiar; the staging of identity politics 
on the body itself has become a trope in contemporary art. Without a historical context and an aware- 
ness of the cultural paradoxes at play, this work, demarcated as non-normative with a wall text, seemed 
only to be a reductive transmission of identity through a raced, gendered, sexualised body. If this work 
troubles how the body is gendered, it’s still staging the body as the location of the battles of culture. Not 
much seems to have changed since Laura Mulvey’s famous polemic in which she assured us that women 
stand “in patriarchal culture (...) as bearer of meaning, not maker of meaning.”(4) While the category of 
“woman” has been expanded, the role women play in culture has not. Consequently, the work was 
troublingly reductive in the São Paulo gallery context as yet an- other assertion of “African identity” 
through the female body, and in the reception of the work, the implications of this became disturbingly 
clear. 
 
In the months that followed the opening for Kia Henda’s exhibition in São Paulo, an artist in São Paulo 
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produced the photograph as a painting. Kia Henda discovered this when the painting, and the man who 
did the painting, were featured in the newspaper in an article about an exhibition at the Art Museum of 
São Paulo Parliament celebrating “authentic Angolan culture.” (5) Bantu Tabasisa, the Afro-Brazilian 
painter who appropriated Kia Henda’s work, was quoted discussing the painting as “exhibiting the values 
of Africa, the traditions of Africa.”(6) In Brazil, Kia Henda’s work changed, quite literally as it became a 
painting and no longer his, to being an illustration of the pervasiveness of the idea of African identity as 
stable and know- able (and structured in the biological). What Kia Henda had seen as non-normative 
issues of gender and sexuality, polemics in the national discourse of Angola where homosexuality is a 
crime, were easily subsumed into the definition of African- ness in Brazil. This was perhaps predictable. 
After all, Africa has long served as a stand-in for Otherness in discourse outside of the African continent. 
Notions of Otherness are not just tied to race; gender and sexuality have also been imagined to function 
differently (“exotically”) in Africa. Of course, Poderosa fits right into this imaginary. What, then, is an 
artist to do when his at- tempts to create a more nuanced conversation that resonates with both a local 
and global audience about what it is to be Angolan are inevitably mis-seen in this way? 
 
The reception of Poderosa de Bom Jesus in Luanda was what Kia Henda had thought of as productive 
and the way the work should be interpreted, and what happened in São Paulo was obviously incredibly 
problematic. Yet, in both instances, fictions of identity were created or reinscribed with Poderosa de Bom 
Jesus; clearly, situating art in its cultural context alone will not suffice in marking a shift from what has 
come before and what continues to produce knowledge of the world. In Luanda, this work might have 
expanded the notion of what Angolan identity could be, but it still relied on the idea that such an identity 
could exist. In Brazil, in the moment when a photograph became a painting and a transvestite became 
the representative of traditional culture in a country where homosexuality is a crime, some serious 
ideological work was also being done. The question is: what would it take for that ideological work to be a 
departure from what has come before and to not rely on preexisting ideological structures based on 
inequality and injustice? Can there be a significant move away from the racialised, sexualised, gendered 
paradigms that have reigned supreme, not only in art discourse but also in the process of self-
identification and nation building in Angola as well as elsewhere? The idea that something generative can 
come from such damaging sites of mis-seeing and mistrans- lation seems beset with insurmountable 
problems; after all, as Okwui Enwezor wrote over a decade ago, for artists from Africa and the diaspora, 
“the zones of enunciation are so fraught with gross misreadings and the most miserable translations (...) 
that it seems nothing could possibly mediate the gap that separates the two worlds.”(7) Enwezor goes on 
to say that it is in “those gaps – between worlds – the potent signs that these artists carry from different 
localities are translated and ultimately transfigured through relocation into new imaginary constructs of 
identity.”(8) While these “new imaginary constructs of identity” have historically been repressive and 
damaging, as Enwezor alludes to, that moment of translation and transfiguration is a productive space, 
even if what it produces is harmful. Therefore, in Kia Henda’s recent body of work, he is experimenting 
with the idea that alternative creative possibilities exist for the identities imagined into being in this 
space that exists when art and ideas travel. 
 
To this end, Kia Henda has started a movement called the Afronauts with another young Angolan artist 
named Yonamine. (9) In this movement, the world and its power structures have become the unknown 
to be both explored and created as the artists generate new models and new ethics of cultural translation. 
This is a playful take on the ideas of a universal aesthetic with high stakes. After all, not only the 
interpretation of Kia Henda’s artworks has been harmed in these spaces of cultural translations, but the 
interests of Angola in the global political economy have also suffered. From the position of an Afronaut, 
Kia Henda can wilfully mis-see the signs and significations of the dominant discourses that have 
structured these interactions. Thus, he has the space to imagine different myths of the world and its 
structures of power. 
 
In the project that was a point of departure for the Afronauts, Kia Henda staged a “research expedition” 
close to home. The artist, in this work, addressed the legacy of colonization and the Cold War to flip the 
narrative of Angola’s role in global politics. In Icarus 13: Narratives of Progress from Elsewhere (2008), 
the city of Luanda is the location for the first fictitious space journey to the sun led by an Angolan 
mission. As a result, Angola is the site from which exploration begins as opposed to where exploration 
takes place. While the title of this project immediately evokes the Greek anti-hero that loses his wings as 
he approaches the sun, Kia Henda misuses and wilfully misunderstands this founding myth of Western 
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modernity to create a new myth for Angola. The story of Icarus is about the perils of hubris, and through 
this work, Kia Henda humorously suggests that Angola’s aspirations to assume a different position in the 
global political economy have also been understood in terms of an impossible mission (and even as an 
example of hubris.) Yet, as Icarus 13 culminates in a successful sun landing, such supposedly unrealistic 
and foolhardy goals become possible. 
 
Considering the lessons learned in Brazil, if mis-seeing in art can recreate and expand fictions of identity, 
in Icarus 13, Kia Henda proposes that Angolan history, as it is materialized in the Angolan landscape, can 
be mis-seen in generative ways. Icarus 13 is an installation made up of eight photographs and a model of 
spaceship and the surrounding city plaza. The installation reconstructs Angolan political history through 
a futuristic vision of the architectonic ruins of colonization and the Cold War occupation of Angola. The 
photograph of the spaceship, a ragged obelisk rising over the city of Luanda, is of an unfinished 
mausoleum left behind by the Russians in Angola in which the body of Agostinho Neto, the first 
President of independent Angola, is interred. The photograph labeled as an Astronomy Observatory in 
the installation is a cinema theatre in the province of Namibe that decolonization left unfinished. The 
shuttle’s take-off illumination is the captured image of the night sky lit up by the celebration of Angola’s 
qualifying victory for the 2006 World Cup. An image of construction workers in the shipyards of Luanda 
becomes the photographic record of mechanics fine-tuning the equipment of the Icarus 13 spaceship. 
When Kia Henda lays the myth of space travel over a city that is already overlaid by the remnants of 
colonization, Cold War occupations, and the evidence of the destruction wrought by a three decade long 
civil war, he is rearranging the landscape (and wilfully mis-sees that violent history) from one of trauma 
into one of exploration and self-making. He strings together these monuments to power to create a 
different fiction in which Angola has the power over its own inventions. As Kia Henda explains, “What 
motivated those structures [photographed for Icarus 13] to be constructed was to make Angola into 
someone else’s idea of utopia. The country was built on a utopist idea of Angola as a province of Portugal, 
and then the spaceship and the other buildings and monuments photographed for Icarus 13 are evidence 
of the idea the Russians had to build the Red Square in Luanda, the capital of Angola. So, all these 
intentions they had, they are a myth. They are from projects that never really happened yet they exist, 
they are there, in time. I think I am doing a continuation of that.” (10) 
 
Therefore, the artist misuses and misrepresents the monuments left from colonization, that are the Cold 
War’s legacy in Angola, to create a different history, present, and future for the nation. However, does 
this work really shift the boundaries of the possible? Icarus 13 has been Kia Henda’s most widely shown 
work on the international art circuit. It has been shown in China, Brazil, Germany, and Angola. The 
installation is shown accompanied by a wall text that playfully suggests that it will not be the last flight to 
the sun. The text states, “According to the astronauts’ description, the Sun has the most beautiful night. 
This first mission accomplished, we plan to launch the first solar tourist flight within five years- duly 
equipped with ultraviolet sun block and sunglasses that are dark enough.” (11) As curators eagerly show 
this work, the hard questions that have the potential to be asked by it, or the kind of discomfort that 
accompanies any sort of radical shift in discursive structures, seems to have been elided. The kind of 
experimentation that Kia Henda is doing in this work that has been embraced by the international art 
community, then, has not been without problems. This is a palatable fiction that has been created, for 
good reason; it emulates the structure that it is trying to mis-see. Trying to take apart power structures 
often leads to recreating them, and Kia Henda is negotiating a slippery slope. And, in a more recent 
appraisal of the work, the artist is critical that he has not moved far enough away from the dominant 
discourse. Icarus 13 is not enough of a mis-seeing of global politics – not in anyway a break from the 
power structures which have to be undone if the possibilities of the future are to truly change. Kia Henda 
explains that this work was to be a “critique of the Greek mythology itself, its heroes, Greece as the 
birthplace of the Modern Western world, where democracy and all these ideas were born”. (12) But, 
when the myth becomes realized in the successful journey to the sun, as the artist also explains, “I have 
to be critical also of myself, when I use this myth and write a successful travel.” (13) To re- tell the myth 
of Icarus as a triumph of modernity, and the sun turned into a destination for tourists (a capitalist 
commodity,) is to continue the myth of progress that led to colonization and neo-liberal politics. A fiction 
free from the discursive structures in place has not been created. Nevertheless, the possibilities multiply 
along the shiny surfaces of the eight photographs; if this is repetition and not radical reappraisal, 
something has happened in the process of repetition. It still hints to something more. 
86 
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As he tours the world as an Afronaut, the fictions and proposals that Kia Henda can create do offer a 
possibility to imagine a differently conceived future. Even if he has yet to approach the world truly as 
alien, and his work still slips into fictions of which we are familiar, he is generating critical inquiry into 
the structures of cultural translation and transformation. What tan- talizes in the possibilities of the 
Afronauts, and in the potentiality of contemporary art in a global world, is that a space can be made, in 
which to experiment with possible futures. As art be- comes a space of cultural encounter and creator of 
identity, it can be utilized to move ideas of culture and identity outside of the world-making that already 
exists. As Hanru suggests, “art works constantly create vacant spaces or voids. The works are then open 
to (...) the constant reinvention of meanings through endless negotiations between different individual 
and collective experiences and aspirations on their equally endless journeys between the global and the 
local, between history and the present, between reality and projection.” (14)  Kia Henda suggests that this 
can be pushed even further by taking a step out of the global/local paradigms. If the potential for 
creatively re- imagining the world cannot be accomplished on a global scale, it is time to step into a new 
atmosphere of art practice. 
 
Rachel Nelson is currently getting her PhD in Visual Studies at the University of California, Santa Cruz. 
Her work focuses on Con- temporary Art and Globalism, contemporary art from Africa and its diasporas, 
and the theoretic of writing of global art discourse. She is currently engaged in a project called Fiction 
and Form in Contemporary Art in Angola and Brazil. 
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Africa aims for the final frontier 
Aman Sethi 

 

 
 

Artist Kiluanji Kia Henda photographed iconic structures around Luanda, Angola, and recast them as 

components of an imaginary space programme. Here, the mausoleum of Angola's first President, Antonio 

Agostinho Neto, is described as spaceship Icarus 13. Photo courtesy: Galleria Fonti, Naples  

A pan-African space programme may have its detractors but the continent’s policymakers believe that its 

benefits, including access to satellite data and better communications, far outweigh the costs 

The space shuttle Icarus 13, with its slender spires and massive flared base, is parked by the seafront a 

few blocks from downtown Luanda, the capital of Angola. 

But the shuttle will never leave the oil-rich west African country for the weightless serenity of space — 

Icarus 13 is not really a space ship, it is a mausoleum, an art project, a constructivist gesture in concrete. 

“My idea for ‘Icarus13’ has a lot to do with the idea of celebration, but at the same time, the failure of 

many post-independent African nations,” wrote Kiluanji Kia Henda, the Angolan artist behind Icarus 13, 

in an e-mail. 

Mr. Kia Henda took photographs of iconic buildings around Luanda and recast them as components of an 

utterly imaginary pan-African space mission: an abandoned building was photographed to look like an 

astronomy observatory; the Soviet-funded mausoleum of Antonio Agostinho Neto, Angola’s first 

President and Kremlin ally, became “Icarus 13” — a spaceship that would take an all-African crew on a 

fantastical journey to the sun. 

“The misery of many African societies forces us to be submitted on the present and basic issues,” said 

Mr. Kia Henda. “For me it is also important to find a new approach on the reading of African 

contemporary creation.” 
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Last week, a gathering of Communication Ministers in Khartoum considered a proposal not dissimilar 

from Mr. Kia Henda’s art: if realised, Afrispace will be a pan-African space agency committed to 

“promote, for exclusively peaceful purposes, cooperation among African states in space research.” 

The announcement triggered a wave of chatter on social networks with many, predominantly western, 

commentators implying that African governments could better serve their citizens by investing in anti-

poverty measures. Yet, much like Mr. Kia Henda’s art, the continent’s policymakers believe they must 

think beyond the immediacy of the present and support transformational technology. 

“A pan-African space programme that is well aligned to bring immense benefit to the needs on the 

continent will have significant economic impact,” said Vanashree Maharaj, spokesperson for the South 

African National Space Agency (Sansa), adding that countries too poor to invest in space technologies 

would benefit from access to satellite data to improve environmental resource and disaster management, 

and could contribute to scientific knowledge.  

Apart from the absence of the sort of detailed geological and climatic data that satellites could provide, 

African nations are also hamstrung by some of the world’s most expensive yet rudimentary 

telecommunication infrastructure. 

At present, the entire continent has less bandwidth than Norway; almost all of which comes from 20-odd 

communication satellites, positioned over Africa, that are owned by non-African companies. “Space 

technologies…provide commercial opportunities and strategic advantages for a tiny minority of countries 

controlling them,” claims an Afrispace working paper. 

Space technologies can be divided into the rocket science needed to put a satellite in space, and the earth 

station know-how necessary to make full use of the satellite once it is in orbit. 

“No African nation has the ability to launch a satellite even though Africa has a massive advantage 

having land on the equator, meaning lower costs for getting into orbit,” said Brad Inggs, CEO of Orbital 

Horizon, a South African company investing in commercial space flight and space advocacy. Launching 

from equatorial sites, Mr. Inggs said, could result in fuel savings of up to 25 per cent when compared to 

launch-pads further north. 

At present, countries like Ghana, South Africa, and Nigeria are investing in ground stations rather than 

rockets. While Ghana has set up the Ghana Space and Technology Centre that hopes to become a regional 

focal point for remote sensing, meteorological and communication technologies, Nigeria launched three 

satellites last year. The NigComSat-1R communication satellite was built with Chinese support, while a 

British company built the NigeriaSat-2 and NigeriaSat-X imaging satellites. All three were launched from 

foreign launch pads. 

Rather than each country investing in its own programmes, Michael Afful, spokesperson for Ghana’s 

Space Generation Advisory Council, believes that a pan-African approach “will allow for the sharing of 

risks and costs and ensure the availability of skilled and sufficient human resources. It will also ensure a 

critical size of geographical area and population required … for some space applications.” 

Yet, the greatest obstacles to Afrispace could be political and institutional rather than technological, says 

Chandrashekar Srinivasan who worked at the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) at a time when 

many questioned the premise of a developing country like India investing in space research. 

“A number of detailed cost benefit studies have indicated that the benefits of the [Indian space] 

programme far outweigh the costs,” said Prof. Chandrashekar, now a Professor of Corporate Strategy and 

Policy at the Indian Institute of Management in Bangalore. “Africa as a whole is a viable entity for a 

space programme, [but] it is difficult to get a group of countries at different stages of development and 

with different capabilities and internal needs to work together.” 

While a lot of the technology can now be bought off the shelf rather than built from scratch, Prof. 

Chandrashekar believes the interface between technology and good governance is the most critical 

infrastructure. “This aspect is pretty bad even in India today,” he said. 

If it is to succeed, Afrispace must build institutions to leverage scientific infrastructure into development 

gains, or metaphorically risk becoming a mausoleum like Icarus 13. 
 
 
 


