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“African cities are characterised by incessantly flexible, mobile and provisional 

intersections of  residents that operate without clearly delineated notions of  how 

the city is to be inhabited and used.” 1 

Metropolises often evoke images of  flashy high-rise buildings, permanent back-

ground noise, backed-up cars and people moving quickly in all directions in their 

masses. New York, Tokyo, London, Peking, S!o Paulo. But what about Cairo? La-

gos? Nairobi? Kinshasa? Johannesburg? How are African metropolises perceived? 

It was indeed an interesting undertaking for the curators of  the Afropolis exhibition 

and the editors of  this publication to examine Africa’s major cities under a micro-

scope. The image of  these cities that emerged could hardly be more diverse or 

multifaceted. Now dubbed Afropolis, it is clear that African metropolises are en-

tirely different from their counterparts in the north. Their state of  constant flux and 

shifting occupancy, the new definition of  urban spaces is a feature of  all of  them. 

In short: Afropolises are places that, in the context of  the new age of  globalisation, 

are blending their postcolonial structures with postmodern influences and ultimate-

ly also supplanting them. The result is new ideas, new realms of  imagination, new 

hopes and new cultural spaces that defy comparison with others the world has to 

offer. The African major city, the African metropolis per se, does not exist, however. 

Each city, individual to the core, gives birth to new structures, new architectural 

and sociocultural forms that make Lagos, Lagos and Nairobi, Nairobi.

The Goethe-Institut is interested in these metamorphoses, in what these spaces 

generate from a cultural and artistic perspective because it is precisely in this gen-

eration that the Institute wishes to participate, to start projects in these spaces 

where innovation and cultural dialogue arise. The new definitions of  public spaces, 

of  new architectonic forms, and of  innovative designs that develop from these 

encounters are fields to which and in which the Goethe-Institut wants to contribute 

and jointly create projects. The new is born from the exchange of  African require-

ments and finds expression in the diversity of  ways in which spaces are used differ-

ently, in how cultural traditions are reshaped into something new, or in how new 

formats of  exchange, of  artistic expression or even new audiences originate.

Afropolis, represented here, is already history, yet, the selected artists and their 

works point towards the future, herald change and anticipate the constant reshap-

ing. In this context we cannot refer to development in the ‘Western’ sense; rather, 

this has more to do with changes that might even give direction to global develop-

ment. No one knows for sure, but the possibility exists.

Words of  
Welcome

1 AbdouMaliq Simone 
2004, People as 
Infrastructure: Intersec-
ting Fragments in 
Johannesburg, Public 
Culture 16/3 Johannes-
burg – The Elusive 
Metropolis, edited by 
Achille Mbembe and 
Sarah Nuttall, p. 407– 429, 
here p. 407; reprinted in 
this catalogue, see p. 38
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Afropolis – the African major city – is therefore of  interest to us all. These Afropo-

lises will give rise to the future: economic potential, social change, artistic innova-

tion. The Goethe-Institut’s projects in sub-Saharan Africa in the domain of  the city 

and public space – including, for example, the production of  a short-film series on 

African metropolises – will carry this study on Afropolis forward. And even these 

short films will only be able to show snapshots of  cities that change with every 

second that passes. The people in these cities are constantly on the move and 

move the city along with them. 

Afropolis – the exhibition and this publication – are also only snapshots in time 

and reveal a moment that represents enormous cultural potential, innovative devel-

opments and above all, a hopeful future.

The Goethe-Institut has had the publication Afropolis translated into English be-

cause this makes an important contribution to the discussion around African 

metropolises – particularly around their artistic developments – and, in this way, 

is made accessible to a wider readership. 

I would like to seize this opportunity to thank the editors and Jacana Media for the 

wonderful partnership that has made this publication possible.

Katharina von Ruckteschell 
Goethe-Institut Regional Director for sub-Sahara Africa
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How do you curate an exhibition on African megacities? What 
sort of  approach do you use? Whether in exhibitions, films or 
essays, representations of  Africa are often viewed with mistrust; 
there are questions about the image of  the continent they depict 
and whether the authors have any right to represent Africa at all. 
Such reservations come from a long history of  often transgres-
sive and ideological definitions on how and what Africa is that 
stem from both outside and inside the continent. For the colonial 
powers, disseminating a particular image of  Africa was not 
merely a means to justify their actions. Instead, their picture of  
Africa as a continent which, by European standards, needed to 
be ‘developed’ was a vital plank in their political and economic 
identity as modern states. The diverse concepts of  Pan-African-
ism, Afrocentrism and the African Renaissance, especially as 
developed by the African diaspora in European and US cities, 
drew a picture of  the continent reflecting their own particular 
ideologies. In common with the images of  Africa forged in Eu-
rope, they defined the continent as solely rural, with static art 
forms rooted in traditional life. The ‘one tribe-one style’ para-
digm1, where style supposedly corresponds to ethnicity, grew 
out of  the notion of  Africans as representatives of  rural ethnic 
communities. It was not until after a paradigm shift in the late 
1990s that non-Western metropolises in general, and African cit-
ies in particular, ceased to be described in terms of  shortcom-
ings. Now, they were perceived as possible role models for the 
development of  future cities.2 At the same time, the demo-
graphics and prognoses of  global urbanisation processes simi-
larly shifted the focus to Afropolis – cities in Africa.
Nowadays, over half  the world’s population live in cities. But 
while in some regions, cities are shrinking, above all in Europe 
and in certain parts of  America, the countries of  the Global 
South are undergoing rapid urbanisation. There are around 30 
megacities in the world. The Western industrialised countries 

only account for four of  them – London, Paris, New York and 
Los Angeles. All of  the others are located in Latin America, Asia 
and Africa. The urban populations on the African continent are 
growing by over four per cent each year – the highest global 
rates of  urbanisation, occurring especially in medium-sized cities. 
In this context, specific urban topographies and cultures have 
evolved that are notably different from European-American 
models of  urban development. According to Rem Koolhaas3, 
an all-over urbanisation has completely changed the concepts 
and ideas of  what defines urbanity. In a phase where the future 
of  Western cities is uncertain, attention turns to possible alter-
native city models and this ultimately leads to the question of  how 
to think about, describe and present African cities – urban cen-
tres whose spectrum stretches from such small conurbations 
as Tamale or Lubumbashi to million cities like Ouagadougou 
and Kampala to such megalopolises as Lagos or Cairo. But it is 
not only the diversity of  the cities that makes it difficult to find 
suitable modes of  representation and theorisation. In many re-
spects, the urban practices and topographies of  the cities, 
which are – at least from the perspective of  European-Ameri-
can models of  urban development – unusual and innovative, 
can themselves hardly be subsumed under traditional urban re-
search notions and parameters. How should one approach a 
city like Kinshasa which, despite its vast size, has almost no 
scheduled flights and whose airport now resembles nothing 
short of  a local train station? How can you locate the Kibera 
neigh bourhood in Nairobi if  it is not even marked on the official 
city maps? How should you conceptualise Lagos, a city with 
fifteen million inhabitants that sinks into near-total darkness at 
night and where – in the absence of  a functioning electricity net-
work  – the hum of  generators is an integral part of  the daily 
soundscape?
Questions about the history and future of  cities have been dis-
cussed for several years on a number of  different levels, and 
are also in debate in exhibitions. While individual shows have 
been dedicated to the Asian megalopolises and their art pro-
duction – for example, Cities on the Move (1997) and Polypolis 
(2001),4 or the global networking of  European cities 5 – there is 
still a notable lack of  exhibitions extensively concentrating on 
the topic of  African cities.6 Despite the discussion triggered by 
Documenta 11’s Platform 4 in Lagos,7 African cities are rarely 
placed in relation to other metropolises or even to one another.

Thinking Afropolis

Against a purely urbanist perspective where demographic and 
infrastructure developments are taken as the starting point of  
the analysis, Afropolis wants to set a concept of  urbanity with a 
far broader understanding of  the phenomenon of  the city. In our 

1 The paradigm was introduced in 1965 by British art historian 
William Fagg, see Sidney L. Kasfir 1984, One Tribe, One Style: 
Paradigms in the Historiography of  African Art, History in 
Africa 11: 163–193.

2 For a discussion of  various aspects of  cities in the Global 
South see the individual volumes in the metroZones series, 
e.g., Neue Gesellschaft für Bildende Kunst (ed.) 2003, 
Learning from * Städte von Welt, Phantasmen der Zivilge-
sellschaft, informelle Organisation, Berlin (= metroZones 2)

3 Rem Koolhaas 1999, Stadtkultur an der Jahrtausendwende, 
in: Stefan Bollmann (ed.), Kursbuch Stadt. Stadtleben und 
Stadtkultur an der Jahrtausendwende, Stuttgart, p. 7–13, 
here p. 8

4 Hans Ulrich Obrist, Hou Hanrou 1997, Cities on the Move, 
Ostfildern-Ruit, Ludwig Seyfarth (ed.) 2001, Polypolis. Kunst 
aus den Megastädten Asiens, Freiburg

5 See Wolfgang Scheppe 2009, Migropolis. Venice Atlas of  a 
Global Situation, Stuttgart

6 Other exhibitions concerned with megacities only deal with 
cities in Africa marginally, if  at all. For example, Century City 
looked at eight metropolises – including three cities in the 
Global South, Bombay/Mumbai, Lagos and Ibadan – as loca-
tions creating new social and artistic movements, see Ilona 
Blazwick (ed.) 2001 Century City: Art and Culture in the 
Modern Metropolis. London. A show in London’s Tate Modern 
on Global Cities included Cairo and Johannesburg (2007).

7 Okwui Enwezor et al. (ed.) 2002, Under Siege: Four African 
Cities: Freetown, Johannesburg, Kinshasa, Lagos (= Docu-
menta 11_Platform 4), Stuttgart

In Afropolis
KERSTIN PINTHER, LARISSA FÖRSTER 
AND CHRISTIAN HANUSSEK 
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sense, urbanity embraces a multiplicity of  urban practices, urban 
(sub-)cultures and urban lifestyles through which city residents 
first create the city as such. Moreover, this is not only meant in a 
material sense, but also in a non-material and, above all, social 
sense. Hence, Afropolis is also located within more recent, actor-
centred approaches in urban research on Africa. A series of  
recently published studies by AbdouMaliq Simone,8 Filip De 
Boeck9, Achille Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall ,10 Dominique 
Malaquais, Edgar Pieterse and Jennifer Robinson11 represent a 
reconstituted discourse on postcolonial cities in Africa. Although 
they also regard urban centres as ‘fragile systems’, they are 
nonetheless focused on the creative dynamism enabling urban 
residents to create new forms of  urban life – often beyond state 
control and planning. In People as Infrastructure: Intersecting 
Fragments in Johannesburg which, as a key text in African urban 
research, was translated into German for Afropolis, sociologist 
AbdouMaliq Simone emphasises the importance of  social net-
works for everyday life and survival in cities such as Johannes-
burg. According to Simone, the particular dynamism of  African 
cities not only results from the permanent intertwining and over-
lapping of  social networks, urban visions, and economic interests 
and activities, but also from the high degree of  flexibility of  these 
networks. The anthropologist Filip De Boeck also underscores the 
significance of  the immaterial, speaking of  Kinshasa as an “in-
visible city”. At the same time, he references the practice of  im-
agining and the core importance of  imagination in constituting 
the urban. In his catalogue contribution Death Matters: Intimacy, 
Violence and the Production of  Social Knowledge by Urban Youth, 
he focuses – as does Charles Didier Gondola’s Tropical Cow-
boys – on generation gaps and the role of  the youth in Kinshasa. 
Here, he addresses another particularity of  African cities: with 
over half  the urban populations under 25, they are considered 
to be extremely ‘young’.
These newer approaches all seek to revise the concepts and 
assumptions emerging from normative urban research, urban 
development and structural adjustment programmes. In Alter-
native City Futures, Edgar Pieterse argues for urban policies 
informed by participative structures and forms of  negotiation 
rather than normative control processes, and policies building 
on small, reversible steps and the empowerment of  poor urban 
residents rather than large-scale development programmes. 
Significantly, this catalogue contribution too, in common with all 
the authors above, underlines the part that research into Afri-
can cities in particular is capable of  playing with respect to urban 
cultural theory in general.
This is further highlighted by Sarah Nuttall and Achille Mbembe 
in their much-acclaimed collection Johannesburg – The Elusive 
Metropolis. In their introduction, they characterise Johannesburg 
as the exemplary African metropolis, conceptualising it, too, as 

Afropolis.12 They introduce the concept of  Afropolitanism to 
strengthen a re-reading of  African metropolises beyond known 
urbanist approaches and such meta-narratives as urbanisation, 
modernisation and crisis, and ‘write’ them into cultural theory. In 
this way, Nuttall and Mbembe develop an independent “African 
cosmopolitism”, arguing that the cosmopolitan aspects and trans-
national networking of  African cities have to be understood differ-
ently and in a more context-specific way than allowed for by the 
Global City concept. For the Afropolis exhibition and catalogue 
too, a thorough and detailed examination of  the history and 
specific dynamics in African cities were constitutive, as was the 
aim of  making the insights gained in this process productive for 
the discussion on non-African cities as well.

The City as the Location and Topos of  African 
Art and Cultural Production

Against the background of  a concept of  urbanity that, in common 
with Henri Lefebvre13 and Michel de Certeau14, does not view 
urban space as a ‘given’ but investigates the act of  its creation 
in everyday life, Afropolis focuses on areas of  urban production 
and interaction often only treated as ‘decorative trimmings’  
in mainstream discussions on cities – the sectors of  cultural 
production in general and artistic approaches and positions in 
particular.
At the latest since the 1950s, African cities have not only be-
come a prime location for modern art production but also a 
theme in itself, which is explored in the fine arts – though, admit-
tedly, initially only in individual cases. The South African artists 
Georges Pemba (1912–2001) and Gerard Sekoto (1913–1993) 
were among the first to take urbanity as their subject. In the 
1930s and ’40s, Sekoto, described by art historian Marylin Martin 
as the “pioneer of  black modernism”, created a series of  paint-
ings narrating everyday life in the townships of  Sophiatown (Jo-
hannesburg) and District Six (Cape Town) in powerful, expres-
sive colours. After the Group Areas Act came into force in 1950, 
such “hotspots” of  black art and culture, to use writer Don Mat-
tera’s terms, were torn down. Thus, Sekoto’s paintings not only 
represent how the urban can be portrayed but, at the same time, 
have acquired an archival status. 
In fact, Pemba and Sekoto only found individual ‘imitators’ much 
later in the 1960s and ’70s, and sometimes even after that – for 
example, Muhummad Abla in Cairo, and Adebisi Fabunmi and 
Uzo Egonu in Nigeria. In focusing on urban motifs, they were 
preoccupied with subjects transcending the category of  ‘authen-
tic African art’ as propounded by the protagonists of  the Work-
shop movement15 as well as the heads of  the first art colleges. 
The promotion of  art by the state, established in the 1960s in 
Senegal and Egypt, also ignored artists who took urban scenes 

8 AbdouMaliq Simone 2004, For the City Yet to Come: Chan-
ging African Life in Four Cities, Durham, London

9 Filip De Boeck, Marie-Françoise Plissart 2004, Kinshasa: 
Tales of  the Invisible City. Ghent-Amsterdam

10 Achille Mbembe, Sarah Nuttall (eds) 2004, Johannesburg – 
The Elusive Metropolis. Public Culture 16(3)

11 Jennifer Robinson 2005, Ordinary Cities. Between Moder-
nity and Development, London

12 Sarah Nuttall and Achille Mbembe 2008, Introduction: Afro-
polis, in: idem. (eds) Johannesburg – The Elusive Metropolis, 
Johannesburg, p. 1–34

13 Henri Lefebvre 1996, Writings on Cities, Oxford
14 Michel de Certeau 1988, Kunst des Handelns, Berlin
15 Art classes or art schools started by Europeans in various 

countries in Africa were called Workshops. The Workshop 
Le Hangar founded by Pierre Romain-Desfossés in 1944 in 
the Belgian Congo and the Poto-Poto School started by  
Pierre Lods in 1951 in Brazzaville are examples here. In 
their lessons, they tried to release the sense of  rhythm and 
aesthetics allegedly ‘natural’ to Africans.



16

as their theme. In Senegal, for example, raising Négritude to the 
level of  a national aesthetic set the standard of  only creating 
works that referenced ‘traditional’ art or pan-African motifs. In 
Egypt, on the other hand, the official frame of  reference was 
‘Pharaonic art’ that had a clear policy of  depicting pastoral scenes 
and portraying the farmers as ‘noble, prototypical Egyptians’.
However, while in some works by Sekoto and his ‘imitators’ every-
day life in the city or township appears just as picturesque as 
everyday life in the countryside, later artists adopted a consid-
erably more political approach to the subject of  the city. In the 
1980s and ’90s, such artists as the South African Sam Nhlen-
gethwa depicted the cities in all their ambivalence. Nhlengethwa, 
who became well known for The Death of  Steve Biko (1990), 
his homage to civil rights activist Steve Biko, no longer showed 
the streets of  Johannesburg’s townships in peaceful everyday 
scenes but as contested locations, places of  violence and 
counter-violence expressed in resistance against the apartheid 
regime.16

In the 1950s and ’60s, against the background of  particular cul-
tural policy debates, the process of  critically engaging with urban 
reality primarily took place in popular culture and in other areas 
of  cultural production – in studio photography, film, literature 
and journalism. The background settings of  photographers es-
pecially reflect an experience of  cities rooted in the rapid ur-
banisation of  the 1960s. Here, for example, the street lamp be-
came the first leitmotif  and a central icon symbolising the 
electrified city, while the tower blocks, banks, dual carriageways 
and junctions expanded the range of  motifs. The first futuristic 
city views were created in the 1980s. The settings can exempla-
rily indicate how the urban at this time acquired an iconicity in 
many artistic and popular cultural genres. This applies equally 
to African auteur filmmakers who, since the 1960s, have taken 
the city as their subject. For this reason, in her contribution, film 
theorist Marie-Hél¯ne Gutberlet explores the connection be-
tween The City and Film in Africa. Matthias Krings’ essay focuses 
on the photo novel, which was distributed in several African cities 
and, in terms of  popularity, can be considered the forerunner of  
today’s video films. In his Sketches of  Postcolonial Kenyan Lite-
rature, literary scholar Tom Odhiambo describes the develop-
ment of  the urban novel in Nairobi, which represents a para-
digm shift in the image of  the city and cultural production in the 
1970s.
The critical artistic engagement with urbanity took a decisive 
turn in the 1990s. At that time, with the credibility of  the propa-
gated idealised traits of  African art and culture having already 
been widely discounted, increasing numbers of  artists turned 
to the concrete reality around them. Crucially, they also turned 
away from the traditional cultural institutions and created their 
own platforms, usually by going directly out into urban public 

space and occupying it with new images, objects and art  
practices.
As a result, even today questions about the histories and futures 
of  African cities are not only asked by urban planners, econo-
mists and politicians, but equally by artists and cultural producers. 
For this reason, Afropolis brings together cultural (historical,  
urbanist, etc.) studies and artistic positions and perspectives on 
African cities and relates them to one another.

Curating Afropolis

By adopting this approach, Afropolis is also breaking new ground 
in its choice of  exhibition format, which is neither the classic 
‘urban/cultural history’ exhibition nor an ‘art exhibition’. In an inter-
locking perspective, cultural science as well as artistic analyses 
and reflections are related to their own specific forms of  know-
ledge production and to each other in a productive exchange. In 
this process, cultural science and art meet in the question of  
how reality can be reflected and depicted, and they benefit from 
each other’s different approaches and possibilities. What may 
sometimes be hard to grasp in scholarly discourse can be dealt 
with in a graphic and metaphorical way in the arts and made 
experiential.17

From the outset, then, a certain concept of  curatorial practice 
was central to Afropolis. Hence, researching into and selecting 
main thematic areas and artworks from and about African cities 
neither resulted in being solely guided by urban theory debates 
on African cities nor in accessing the different locations exclu-
sively through the networks, media and discourses of  a global art 
scene. Instead, it involved primarily establishing networks with 
diverse local cultural scenes to make the local constellation of  
discussions, genres and formats the starting point of  reflection. 
As a result, many of  the works (and core themes) presented in 
Afropolis are based on geographically and historically specific 
productions and conceptual reflections. However, at the same 
time they seek to approach urban theoretical discussions on a 
global level from these local perspectives. While the images 
commonly shown of  African cities tend to be one-sided, either 
scandalising or prettifying, the selected works here investigate 
the ambivalences of  urban everyday life – a strenuous, exhaust-
ing life, influenced as much by a fundamental solidarity, high pro-
ductivity and energy as, not least, moments of  happiness and 
contentment. The contributions by artists, activists and scholars 
that have been chosen or produced for Afropolis confront these 
ambivalences, taking them as the basis for and the content of  
their work. As varied as their subjects, approaches and media 
may be the contributors all reflect the city analytically or meta-
phorically so that they highlight everyday life and practices.
This is connected with a focus on artists (collectives) and cultural 

16 See John Peffer 2009, Art and the End of  Apartheid, 
Minneapolis

17 Such an approach is thus also distinct from such exhibitions 
as Africas. The Artist and the City. The show curated by Pep 
Subiros, which read the cities and megacities of  the African 
continent as a location of  art and cultural production, did not 
regard the artworks themselves as a medium through which 
the city could be thought about and analysed. Nonetheless, 
the exhibition and eponymous catalogue were an important 
source of  inspiration for Afropolis – above all, in its trans-
national orientation, evident in the way Subiros also included 
cities with main diasporas, such as Paris and London.
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producers, who take a research-driven approach, often working 
at the interface between art and politics and who, for their part, 
are also networked with scholarly and activist positions. Here, 
the work of  urban geographer Ismail Farouk from Johannesburg 
and Cape Town is a prime example. On the basis of  scholarly 
research, Farouk employs artistic strategies, media and formats 
to ask questions about economic change and social participation 
in the city – and to call for it especially for marginalised groups, 
such as immigrants. Just as Ismail Farouk’s approach shows 
how scholarly, activist and artistic strategies can be interlinked, 
works by Cairo-based artist Lara Baladi highlight a different 
strategy for dissolving boundaries. Baladi not only firmly locates 
her work within the store of  images from popular culture and 
media, but also works with advertising images or, in the case of  
her Borg el amal (Tower of  Hope) taken as the basis for her Amal 
(Hope) on show in Afropolis, she realises her project with work-
ers from the informal construction industry. While Baladi draws 
her inspiration from the visuality of  the city, Rana El Nemr adds 
documentary material to her video installation.
The dual perspective adopted by Afropolis as a whole is reflected 
in these works, as it is in many others as well. This also indicates 
one of  the premises underlying Afropolis: the term of  dissolution, 
understood as removing or blurring boundaries, does not solely 
apply to the works of  art and cultural production selected for 
this exhibition. Instead, it addresses some of  the key character-
istics of  African cities. In contrast to the idea reinforced by the 
older Africa images cited above, African cities have been con-
nected by transnational (trade) networks for hundreds of  years 
and still are. In this process, urban centres had always developed, 
in Africa as well, at points where the trading routes met and 
crossed – for example, at such precolonial Sahel cities as Kumbi 
Saleh or Timbuktu, established at the terminus of  trans-Saharan 
trade routes, or through the intercontinental trade between Africa 
and Asia across the Indian Ocean which gave birth to the urban 
Swahili culture of  the coastal towns.18

Consequently, Afropolis does not think of  African cities as closed 
entities, but systematically reads them within their manifold net-
works. Through the lenses of  postcolonial architectural theory, 
which recalls the entangled history of  European and African cities, 
Regina Göckede examines the powerful cartography of  coloni-
sation. Taking the example of  plans drafted by German architect 
Ernst May for Kampala, Uganda, in the 1940s, she highlights 
how the colonial planning paradigms have shaped African cities. 
During the time that Ernst May, city planner and former head of  
municipal planning in Frankfurt am Main, rose to become a lead-
ing reformer, theorist and practitioner of  the modernist Neues 
Bauen movement in Germany, the British colonial government 
commissioned him to draft a master plan for Kampala. As in 
other colonial cities, here too town planning was used as a means 

to secure military control, limit activities, separate individual 
parts of  the population and establish a particular aesthetic and 
political structure based on Cartesian standards.19 Rather than 
presenting May’s urbanist work as an ‘autonomous practice’ in 
organising space, Göckede shows the complex socio-political 
conditions of  colonisation.
The close links between urban and rural space, as Filip De Boeck 
has described in the case of  Kinshasa, are another aspect of  
dissolution. “There is simply no urban alternative to the rural 
place,” Lindsay Bremner wrote, “but rather complex configura-
tions of  lived space, neither rural nor urbane.”20 At present, Afri-
ca’s urban centres are also connected via migration networks 
and they make African cities into permanent places of  depar-
ture. As Dominique Malaquais has pointed out, mobility is not 
so much unusual as normal.21 Here, Johannesburg is an espe-
cially striking example. From the 1950s at the latest, Hillbrow, a 
residential neighbourhood on the northeastern edge of  the in-
ner city, was a popular ‘white’ quarter for immigration; today, it is 
a pan-African district where Zimbabwean, Mozambican and 
Nigerian social and economic networks, and those of  many other 
diasporas, overlap and interlace. Hillbrow’s cosmopolitan char-
acter not only illustrates the transnational connections of  African 
metropolises, but also their character as transitional spaces, as 
temporary and dynamic social structures that burst open national 
state borders and, indeed, the borders of  the continent itself. In 
this sense, African metropolises are hubs in South-South net-
works, migration and mobility.
For the Afropolis curators, investigating these networks and 
making them visible meant not only inviting artists living in the 
African cities to take part but also artists from Europe. As a  
result, Laura Horelli, a Finnish artist based in Berlin, developed 
a video installation on the expat lifestyle in Nairobi, starting from 
her own biographical experience, while in Architekturen des  
Eigensinns, Berlin photographer Karola Schlegelmilch, who has 
been working for several years in West Africa, examines every-
day architecture.

Afropolis: Selecting the Cities

Afropolis presents five cities – Cairo, Lagos, Nairobi, Kinshasa 
and Johannesburg – to discuss issues around urbanity and cul-
tural production, using the examples of  these specific local con-
texts. Even if  the spectrum of  cities in the exhibition stretches 
across Africa from north to south and east to west, we are natu-
rally not claiming that this gives a comprehensive geographical 
picture of  the continent. Instead, our aim is to draw attention to 
cities where certain issues emerge with particular clarity or to 
cities where the key discussions on new forms of  urbanity were 
and are being conducted in them and about them. In these cities, 

18 Here, it is only possible to mention urban histories very briefly. 
There are several works providing an overview: Catherine 
Coquery-Vidrovitch 1993, Histoire des villes d’Afrique  
noire. Des origines ∫ la colonisation, Paris, David Anderson, 
Richard Rathbone (eds) 2000, Africa’s Urban Past, Oxford, 
Bill Freund 2007, The African City. A History, Cambridge.

19 See Gwendolyn Wright 1991, The Politics of  Design in French 
Colonial Urbanism, Chicago, London, Çelik Zeynep 1997, 
Urban Forms and Colonial Confrontations: Algiers under 
French Rule, Berkeley. See also the documentation on the 
exhibition In der Wüste der Moderne (2008), curated by 
Marion von Osten and others for the Haus der Kulturen der 
Welt, retrieved on 25 September 2010 from http://www.hkw.
de/de/programm/2008/wueste_der_moderne/_wueste_
der_moderne/ projekt-detail_wueste.php

20 Lindsay Bremner 2004, Johannesburg. One City Colliding 
Worlds, Johannesburg, p. 23–24

21 Dominique Malaquais 2005–2006, Villes fluxes. Imaginaires 
de l’urbain en Afrique aujourd’hui, Politique Africaine 100 
(Dossier Cosmopolis: de la ville, de l’Afrique et du monde): 
17–37
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urban practices, styles and strategies are especially apparent. 
Moreover, the way artists and cultural practitioners articulate 
them is accessible in our choice of  exhibition format. The result-
ing heterogeneity of  our selection also deliberately testifies to the 
impossibility of  simply categorising cities into different ‘types’ or 
various ‘development models’. Instead, they all develop a degree 
of  contingency and their own energy, forming social, discursive 
and creative networks that are highly specific (geographically, 
historically, socially and culturally). Precisely so that these spe-
cific conditions and dynamics can be explored, each of  the five 
cities chosen for the exhibition has a different main focus.

Cairo: Public Space and Art Production

With a population of  nearly 16 million, Cairo is one of  Africa’s 
megacities. Not least due to its geographical location, it is closely 
connected to cities in the Arab world. Located on the River Nile 
and surrounded by desert, Cairo is also one of  the most densely 
populated cities in the world. In historical terms, Cairo’s multi-
layered past stretching back over several thousand years allows 
Afropolis to examine the longue durée of  urban development and 
history. At the same time, the exhibition investigates the images 
circulating of  and in the city. These range from the orientalising 
depictions of  the ‘Islamic’ Cairo since the late 19th century to 
the unconventional and, at times, eccentric studio photography 
by Van Leo, a member of  the Armenian minority in the cosmopoli-
tan Cairo of  the 1950s, to the current articulations of  the mega-
city by artists and cultural producers – whether in such large-
scale installations as Hala Elkoussy’s We’re by the Sea now, Rana 
El Nemr’s research-based work The Olympic Garden, Mandy 
Gehrt’s investigation of  cultural policies, or Magdy El Shafee’s 
graphic novel Metro.22 Moreover, Cairo is the production site of  
one of  the largest film industries and thus a place where popular 
urban images are also created and disseminated. Viola Shafik’s 
contribution to Afropolis explores the representation and nego-
tiation of  the informal settlements in film.
The 21 st century Cairo appears to be a city constantly absorbing 
other conurbations, both in successive and parallel processes. 
These are cities, from informal settlements to planned desert 
cities, which stretch far into the outskirts. Some of  their residents 
move along the Rind Road from one peripheral location to another, 
without ever seeing or getting to know Cairo’s inner city. At the 
same time, Cairo exemplifies the extensive growth of  informal 
settlements, a development that also shapes the character of  
other African cities. In his contribution, Hany Darwish, a cultural 
journalist from Cairo, not only explores the histories of  informal 
settlements but, using the example of  his own family, underlines 
the ‘normality’ and widespread prevalence of  this form of  settle-
ment. The origins of  Cairo’s informal city districts stretch right 

back into the first decades of  the 20th century. They are always 
rooted in the need to create residential space in a city where the 
population has grown six times larger over the last 60 years. 
The periphery is also addressed by cultural producers as a topic, 
both in its geographical form and as a metaphor for social, politi-
cal or other forms of  marginalisation; in Afropolis, this approach 
is evident, above all, in Lara Baladi’s work Hope.

Doing Lagos: Self-Organisation 
and Urban Theory

The Nigerian megacity of  Lagos has an estimated population of  
15 million people. The city stretches far into the mainland over a 
number of  islands and peninsulas, including Lagos Island, Ikoyi 
and Victoria Island. As early as the 15th century, some of  the 
land bordering the lagoon around today’s Lagos was settled by 
Yoruba-speaking groups who developed their own urban identity. 
Two hundred years later, the first court for the Oba, the traditional 
Yoruba king, was established on Eko Island. Today, Lagos is 
ranked among the world’s fastest growing cities. In terms of  ur-
ban space, it is spreading like a rhizome, with new areas of  the 
swamps constantly being drained.23 The debates among urban 
researchers are not solely fuelled by examples of  rapidly grow-
ing cities such as Lagos or Kinshasa, a city where the provision 
of  the most basic services such as electricity or water is not 
guaranteed, but they are particularly relevant to them. How do 
residents organise their everyday life? What role do informal 
types of  organisations, regional and transnational networks 
play?
For many years, Lagos has been the topic of  urban history re-
search and urban and artistic debates.24 Nearly five years ago, 
the Harvard Project on the City, run by Dutch architect and urban 
theorist Rem Koolhaas, found itself  in the media spotlight. In 
Mutations he developed his provocative hypothesis that “to write 
about the African city is to write about the terminal condition of  
Chicago, London or Los Angeles”.25 Lagos had become a labora-
tory of  urban development. Matthew Gandy, a British geographer, 
was not alone in criticising the apolitical, euphemistic “eulogy of  
a society’s self-organisation” as the aesthetic ennoblement of  
the city.26 Even in Lagos itself, Koolhaas’s hypothesis and his 
accompanying set of  images provoked a reaction. For Afropolis, 
taking the urban icon of  Oshodi, Peter Probst traces that dis-
course, one where photography also played a major role. Lagos 
also has a long history of  photography connected with such 
names as J.D. Okhai Ojeikere, Don Barber, Tam Fiofori and Jide 
Adeniyi-Jones. In his photographic works, Berlin and Lagos-
based Akinbode Akinbiyi has been exploring this city for nearly 
20 years. In Lagos. All Roads, he now continues this process for 
Afropolis. Similarly to photography collectives such as DOF and 

22 The artworks mentioned and a detailed discussion on cultural 
policy can be found in the essay Going Places in this volume.

23 On the history of  Lagos see Sandra Barnes 1986, Patrons and 
Power. Creating a Political Community in Metropolitan Lagos, 
Manchester; Andreas Eckert 2006, Lagos im 20. Jahrhundert. 
Informalität als urbanes Prinzip, in: Wolfgang Schwentker 
(ed.), Megastädte im 20. Jahrhundert, Göttingen, p. 238–256; 
Kristin Mann 2007, Slavery and the Birth of  an African City: 
Lagos, 1760–1900, Bloomington. Also see Stadtbauwelt 164: 
The Lagos Experience from 2004, edited by Dagmar Hoetzel 
and the exhibition catalogue Lagos. STADTanSICHTen (2004) 
published by the Institut für Auslandsbeziehungen; the ex-
hibition was curated by David Aradeon, Akinbode Akinbiyi 
and Simone Scholten.

24 See above all Kunle Akinsemoyin and Alan Vaughan-Richards 
1976, Building Lagos, and Glendora Review 1997, 2/1, and 
Glendora Review 2001, 3/2 which were dedicated to Lagos 
and the West African cities. Lagos. A City at Work from 2005, 
edited by Olakunle Tejuoso and Weyinmi Atigbi as graphic 
designer, includes contributions by Akin Mabogunje, David 
Aradeon, Onookome Okome and photography by artists living 
in Lagos.

25 Rem Koolhaas, Harvard Project on the City 2000, Lagos, in: 
Rem Koolhaas et al. (ed.), Mutations, Barcelona, p. 652–720, 
here p. 653

26 Matthew Gandy 2004, Lagos trotz Koolhaas, Stadtbauwelt 
48: 20–30
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Black Box, Akinbiyi is also interested in the informal arrange-
ments and structures that seem to constitute such cities as 
Lagos. The photos by Uche Okpa-Iroha from his Under Bridge 
Life series show how the infrastructure programmes implement-
ed in the 1960s and ’70s, such as bridges and elevated roads, 
play a crucial role, even today, in providing space for new kinds 
of  informal use.
A monument from the 1970s is also at the centre of  State-Theat-
re [1]: Lagos by Constanze Fischbeck and Daniel Kötter – in this 
case, the Lagos National Arts Theatre built for the FESTAC ’77 
(Second World Black and African Festival of  Arts). Along with 
other buildings such as the Musée Dynamique that opened in 
Dakar in 1966 for the first Pan-African festival, the National Arts 
Theatre testifies to the desire to showcase a national culture.27 
Today, though, it stands for a cultural policy of  large-scale empty 
gestures that have no sustainability. In his article on the FESTAC, 
Denis Ekpo interprets the continent’s culturalisation connected 
with such projects as a political instrument intended, first and 
foremost, to draw attention away from economic and social 
problems and conceal them.
Although individual artists and intellectuals had always distanced 
themselves from this state cultural policy, it was not until the 
1990s that initiatives emerged in Africa’s cities that critically 
attacked the antiquated official policy standards and opened up 
alternative (art) spaces.28 Such initiatives, which started inde-
pendently from one another, were often founded by artists them-
selves. The Centre for Contemporary Art (CCA), Lagos, found-
ed by curator Bisi Silva, provides just such an arts space. She 
not only established the first specialist library for visual arts re-
sources but, through CCA, also provides a platform for contempo-
rary art practices opening up forms of  political activism, media 
culture and theoretical reflection. This is also the context for the 
participative project Lagos Open, curated by Emeka Udemba, 
which experimentally connects public space and art works.
Kainebi Osahenye’s current works are also informed by an ex-
perimental approach. In Casualties, he has arranged hundreds 
of  squashed cans to create a cascade-like installation. His ap-
proach of  ‘recuperation’, based on reusing and converting items 
found in the artist’s environments, reflects the informality and 
scarcity of  materials in a city such as Lagos. This aesthetic 
practice seems to be particularly inspired by the city, its specific 
logic of  production and particular visuality. The relevance of  ur-
ban centres in producing the aesthetics in contemporary art is 
also evident in the work of  another artist shown at Afropolis. 
Using auditory media, Emeka Ogboh explores the specific 
soundscape of  Lagos, focusing on the noises in and around the 
danfo buses. As the urban means of  transport in Lagos, these 
cadmium-yellow VW minibuses foster a unique style of  communi-
cation, creating their own landscape of  sound.

Nairobi: Island Urbanism

Through its regular lecture series, the Goethe-Institut Nairobi is 
well established as a centre for discussion.29 As such, it was the 
ideal location for us to join in a debate on the current phenomena 
of  the city and related issues with historian George Gona,  
literary scholars Mbugua wa Mungai and Tom Odhiambo, archi-
tects and city planners Paul Mpungu and Alfred Omenya and, 
last but not least, the writers Charles Matathia and Tony ‘Smitta’ 
Mochama. Other contacts facilitated by the Goethe-Institut and, 
above all, Sam Hopkins as local curator, led us to artists and 
activists across the most diverse city districts and in the slums 
of  Kibera and Mathare. On this journey too, the idea was to un-
derstand the city from inside out to allow us to integrate its dy-
namic into Afropolis and make it visible in the exhibition. The 
Kenyan capital city has become an exceptionally dynamic com-
mercial and banking centre. This is not only due to its trans-
national links but, in particular, to the Indian business community, 
which has played a central role in Nairobi since it was founded 
just over 100 years ago. The de facto dissolution of  Somalia in 
the 1990s has led to a recent major influx of  Somali immigrants. 
As Manuel Herz describes in Somali Refugees in Eastleigh, a 
Nairobi city district has now become a kind of  extra-territorial 
capital of  the neighbouring state. As a hub for many interna-
tional organisations, including one of  the United Nations head-
quarters, Nairobi has a political importance for all East Africa 
and beyond. It may thus seem rather paradoxical that the city 
also contains vast slum areas, often directly bordering prosper-
ous districts. The exhibition’s documentary module presents 
the historical development of  the colonial city planning which laid 
the foundations for these urban island structures. Our view of  
Nairobi, though, is directed primarily to the links between these 
intertwined yet extremely different quarters which, through their 
polarities, drive the city forwards.
The dynamism of  Nairobi is also evident in its forms of  mobility. 
The local identity of  residents is often linked to the different lines 
of  elaborately pimped minibus taxis called matatus that ferry 
them every day to the inner city and back. Nairobi has developed 
its own matatu culture with these elaborately designed and highly 
conspicuous taxis; each line has its own character and specific 
aesthetic appeal. Through its names, music and images, the 
matatu embodies a contested social identity that is constantly 
being renegotiated and developed. In his contribution, Mbugua 
wa Mungai deals with the generation gaps and gender conflicts 
portrayed and expressed in matatu culture. The matatus are mov-
ing social interaction platforms. They are not only places where 
urban myths are created, but also can become urban myths 
themselves, as in the matatu rumours circulating around the 
city which Sam Hopkins has collected for his Roomah installation. 

27 On the FESTAC and its political and economic context, see 
Andrew Apter 2005, The Pan-African Nation: Oil and the 
Spectacle of  Culture in Nigeria, Chicago.

28 For an overview, see Christian Hanussek’s project “Gleich-
zeitig in Afrika …”, which from 2004 to 2006 presented inde-
pendent artists’ groups, art initiatives and art journals from 
Africa in Nuremberg, Bayreuth, Potsdam and Berlin.

29 An event series at the Goethe-Institut in 2008/2009 is docu-
mented in: Mbugua wa Mungai and Georg Gona (eds) 2010, 
(RE)MEMBERING KENYA, Vol 1, Identity Culture and 
Freedom, Nairobi.
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Nairobi’s slums are not self-contained units. They are closely 
connected with other city districts – and also, not least, an im-
portant resource for international state organisations engaged 
in highly remunerative slum-upgrading projects. Slum-TV is a 
grass-roots initiative founded in Mathare, Nairobi, primarily dedi-
cated to producing documentary video clips. The documentari-
ans developed the idea of  acting out some scenes in the story 
of  a slum-upgrading programme. The result is Upgradasion, an 
installation of  video fragments in a style somewhere between a 
TV soap and a comic. This work offers an insight into the power 
relations playing a role in the slum in the intended upgrading 
process. The catalogue contribution by sociologist Deyssi Rod-
riguez-Torres describes a genuine slum-upgrading project in 
the 1990s, analysing how irreconcilable interests led to the pro-
ject’s failure.
In Hurlingham Shopping Centre, Laura Horelli, a Berlin-based 
video artist, presents what could be considered the opposite side 
to Slum-TV. She looks at the foreign specialists in the many or-
ganisations based in Nairobi trying to improve the conditions of  
the impoverished population, asking them about how they see 
their own role and showing how and where they live and work.

Kinshasa: Utopia/Dystopia

Soon expected to have a population of  9 million, Kinshasa, the 
capital of  the Democratic Republic of  the Congo, is ranked as Af-
rica’s third largest urban conurbation after Lagos and Cairo. Soon 
after it was founded in 1881 as a trading post, the growing city 
was named Léopoldville after Léopold II, the Belgian king at 
that time. By the mid-1950s, Léopoldville already had 250,000 
residents – many of  them Europeans living in their own districts, 
such as today’s Gombe and Kintambo, then separated from the 
African quarters. After independence in 1960, Kinshasa grew 
rapidly, attracting young people in particular. 
For the Belgian colonial administration, photographs of  the col-
ony and its capital city played “an active and constitutive role in 
the colonial efforts to bring an alleged ‘salvation’ and ‘civilisation’ 
to the Congolese people.”30 In the 1950s, the Centre d’information 
et de documentation du Congo Belge et du Ruanda-Urundi (CID) 
was founded, which had masses of  photos and films produced. 
This propaganda image in impeccable neatness of  the colonial 
project’s civilising mission is still reproduced today, for example, 
in Jan Raymaker’s 2009 bestseller Congo – De schoonste tijd 
van mijn leven. The authoritarian postcolonial regime also con-
tinued the tradition of  making its negative side invisible in the 
media by repressively censoring anything not a ‘positive image’. 
That only makes all the more shocking the pictures circulating in 
the media today of  poverty, crises and a violence that violates 
human dignity, especially that of  the victims. 

In today’s Kinshasa, photography is forbidden – which is under-
standable since it is impossible not to see the piles of  garbage 
lying around, the blocked and overflowing sewers and the gen-
eral decay. J.B. Mpiana sings about Kinshasa: “Oooh gai namiyo-
keli mawa a eeh namiyokeli mawa!” – “It makes me ill and I feel 
sorry for myself !”31 In his night photos, Cédrick Nzolo, a young 
designer and photographer from Kinshasa, depicts the scandal 
of  the living conditions in his home town. His approach, though, 
is lyrical, taking as a metaphor the homemade paraffin lamps, 
which he calls Les divas de la honte. They shroud the night 
market stalls in a flickering yellow light, lending them a particular 
atmosphere. He sees qualities in them going far beyond a talent 
for improvisation or a stopgap solution, since the lamps are given 
names and these provide an insight into the lives of  the residents, 
as humorous as it is intimate.
Combining a scholarly and artistic approach, the University of  
Gent working group under Johan Lagae and artist Méga Min-
giedi are engaged in the mapping as well as the historical and 
political archaeology of  a city originally founded as a strategic 
trading centre, which then developed into an industrial and ad-
ministrative centre and finally, during the decades under Mobutu 
Sese Seko, plunged into a series of  ever-worsening economic 
crises. Today, the surviving remains of  the once Kin la belle are 
haunted by the ghosts of  the Belgian colonial regime and Mobu-
tu’s reign of  terror. The essays on the youth culture of  the 1950s 
and ’60s (Didier Gondola), the Rumble in Kinshasa (Dominique 
Malaquais) and the history of  popular music (Gary Stewart) ex-
amine this cultural and political legacy that led to the fall of  the 
city into a doubly traumatised dystopia.
For many decades, Kinshasa was the centre of  Africa’s music 
production and its records were distributed across the entire 
continent and even beyond its borders. In the exhibition’s docu-
mentary section, Afropolis narrates the history of  Kinshasa through 
these songs. They emerged in nightclubs where an urban culture 
of  liberality opposed the colonial restrictions. They reflect both 
the euphoria of  independence and the era of  dictatorship under 
Mobutu, who also knew how to use music for his own propagan-
da. When Mobutu fell, the entire economy collapsed, and the 
music industry fell with it. In the 1980s, the exodus of  musicians 
to Brussels and Paris had already started – along with anyone 
else able to afford it. While the Belgians once imagined Léopold-
ville as a mirror image of  Brussels32, now the Kinshasans 
dreamt of  Paris and Brussels as exaggerated, mythical locations, 
as mikili (in Lingala: worlds). The borders of  reality and imagi-
nation, here and elsewhere are blurred: Mikili can be anywhere 
and suddenly turn from a utopia into a dystopia, from a dream to 
a nightmare. The multidisciplinary collective Mowoso has con-
structed mikili as an Afro-futurist machine; their GROUND 
OVERGROUND UNDERGROUND multimedia installation opens 

30 Fassil Demissie 2007, Visual Fragments of  Kinshasa, African 
Identities 5/2: 291–302, here p. 293

31 J.B. Mpiana: Kinshasa on the album TH, 2000

32 Johan Lagae 2007, Léopoldville, Bruxelles: villes miroires? 
L’architecture et l’urbanisme d’une capitale coloniale et 
métropole africaine, Cahiers Africains 73: 67–99
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a vertical space where the linearity of  time has dissolved and 
Kinshasa is connected to coordinates at once real and imaginary.
Kinshasa was and still is a place where people dream of  models 
of  an ideal city. At present, the dream is of  the Cité du fleuve33, 
a massive real estate project ∫ la Dubai, recalling the many never-
realised colonial plans for a new Kinshasa, for example, Georges 
Ricquier’s 1948 Le Grand Léo. Bylex’s Cité touristique is the 
artistic model of  such a utopian city, designed to offer tourists all 
possible comforts and amities while guaranteeing them the best 
security possible. The dome royale, the central domed building, 
has a spiritual function – as a museum, it is intended to encourage 
meditation and support reflections on morality.
The artists’ collective SADI explored the opposite of  the utopian 
city in the Kindele district, which was being destroyed by soil 
erosion. In this decaying landscape of  ruins nothing is certain 
any more and no one knows whose house the next rains will 
wash away. For the artists, this is a starting point to investigate 
the life of  the people who lived here before they became the 
victims of  the mudslides. In this process, SADI investigates the 
objects left behind and reconstructs their stories.

Johannesburg: Contested City

With a population close to four  million, Johannesburg is far 
smaller than the African megacities. Nevertheless, it is regard-
ed as a main business hub in Africa and as a political, economic 
and cultural interface between African, South-South and global 
networks. Initially a colonial city that also copied European ar-
chitectural fashions, over the last decades Johannesburg has 
developed into a cosmopolitan African city, but one that is also 
fragmented and, in part, fiercely contested. The social and 
political upheavals since the end of  apartheid in 1994 have rad-
ically changed the cityscape, made it negotiable and turned the 
urban topography ‘upside down’.
Since the discovery of  underground gold deposits in 1886, the 
‘City of  Gold’ has come to epitomise the immigrant destination par 
excellence. It not only embodies the dream of  economic suc-
cess but is also the African springboard to other cosmopolitan 
cities around the world and is regarded, in a certain sense, as 
symbolising African modernity. It is no coincidence that the cul-
tural and social science work on Johannesburg has generated 
key ideas in the theories of  African megacities, from Abdou-Maliq  
Simone’s notion of  “people as infrastructure” to Sarah Nuttall and 
Achille Mbembe’s concept of  Afropolitanism.34 Over the last 15 
years, either alone or with other South African cities, Johannesburg 
has repeatedly been taken as the theme of  exhibitions, collections 
of  essays in cultural studies and special editions of  journals.35

Recently, Johannesburg’s cosmopolitan and de-boundaried di-
mensions, already present in its history as a mining and immi-

grant town, are often related to the example of  its inner city. 
Over the last 30 years, this has been transformed from a ‘white 
district’ into an African, even a Pan-African, quarter. In Afropolis, 
cultural scientists Naomi Roux and Hannah le Roux as well as 
the artist duo Deadheat have each developed a project on this 
topic. The Biography of  a Building, a research work, and Passage, 
an artistic intervention, both focus on a modern 1950s building 
which for some years has been the centre of  the Ethiopian dias-
pora’s economic network in Johannesburg. While these two 
projects are clearly research-based, Minnette Vári’s video in-
stallation The Calling, which is set high over the rooftops of  the 
downtown area, takes a metaphorical look at the city. This work 
focuses on Johannesburg’s utopian and dystopian aspects, 
presenting it as a metaphor for a “broken metropolis”. 
Despite the manifold new impulses over the recent years, Jo-
hannesburg remains marked by a segregation policy that, under 
the apartheid regime, was implemented in its most extreme form 
on the African continent. For this reason, numerous urban prac-
tices and social debates today revolve as a whole around the 
renegotiation of  spaces, their use and significance – and ulti-
mately, this led to the main theme explored in the exhibition and 
catalogue sections where the focus is primarily on Johannes-
burg as a contested city. The historian Noor Nieftagodien pro-
vides a basis for such a reading in his essay, narrating the history 
of  Johannesburg from the perspective of  Alexandra, a township 
in the north of  the city. Here, the significance of  urban strategies 
of  resistance already becomes apparent. In his contribution, 
anthropologist Thomas G. Kirsch takes the example of  electric-
ity theft in Soweto to illustrate the practices of  resistance with 
which Soweto activists and residents have both been demand-
ing their rights to the city. 
(Former) segregated spaces and social boundaries were and 
are constantly being renegotiated in popular discourses, as well 
as in political and academic ones. This can also be traced, for 
instance, in the culture of  Johannesburg magazines – from 
the legendary Drum Magazine to Staffrider and the newer titles 
on the teenage magazine market. The exhibition’s documentary 
section deals with this aspect in detail. In this context, Sarah 
Nuttall’s cultural analysis entitled Stylising the Self has proved 
to be groundbreaking. Taking the example of  youth trends in 
music, clothing and advertising, Nuttall shows how urban identi-
ties, spatial and racial attributions are constantly deconstructed 
and reconstituted in visual culture. Itchy City, a spoken word 
recitation by Kgafela oa Magogodi, also represents the very new 
crossover genre of  music and literature. In the film version by 
Jyoti Mistry, the work is included both in the catalogue and the 
exhibition.
Numerous artists from Johannesburg have also taken contested 
spaces and locations as their theme. Sam Nhlengethwa, men-

33 http://www.lacitedufleuve.com, retrieved on 16 May 2010.
34 Sarah Nuttall and Achille Mbembe (2008). This contains a 

highly informative research review of  the cultural and social 
science studies on Johannesburg.

35 See exhibition catalogue and conference volumes: Leora 
Farber (ed.) 2008, Representations & Spatial Practices in 
Urban South Africa, Johannesburg; Hilton Judin and Ivan 
Vladislaviç (eds) 1998, Blank – Architecture, Apartheid and 
After, Rotterdam; Dagmar Hoetzel (ed.) 2005, Fast Forward 
Johannesburg, Berlin; Stadtbauwelt (1997), Nr 133. In addi-
tion, the historiographical literature on Johannesburg is so 
extensive, it can not be detailed here. See though, e.g., 
footnote 34.
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36 On this, see also Peter Anders and Matthew Krouse (eds) 
2010, Zeitgenössische Künstler aus Südafrika, Göttingen, 
which does not only present the visual arts but also literature, 
caricatures, theatre, dance and even work in museums.

tioned earlier, belongs to the generation of  artists who were al-
ready tracing and reflecting the social debates and transforma-
tions in the 1970s and 1980s. This also indicates the historical 
depth of  various art discourses in South Africa. Johannesburg 
probably has the best established art scene in any of  the five 
cities presented here, with numerous galleries and an arts fair, 
as well as various art magazines and publishers. Artistic posi-
tions have constantly returned to the question of  what consti-
tutes public space, how artists can read urban spaces ‘against 
the grain’ and work with residents to change the city together, or 
how the city and its history can be visually represented.36 In 
Hauntology of  Johannesburg, artist and art theorist Leora Farber 
discusses exemplarily and in general the works of  10 perfor-
mance, video and media artists who deal with these and similar 
questions. The catalogue concludes with a work by photographer 
Sabelo Mlangeni developed in the shadow of  the most recent 
global representation of  Johannesburg – the World Cup images 
circulating in the media. To a certain extent, the work presents a 
local counterview of  this major event.

The Afropolis exhibition and catalogue were only possible due 
to the enthusiasm for the idea shown by so many project partners 
and participants. Clara Himmelheber from the Rautenstrauch-
Joest-Museum (RJM) brought Afropolis to Cologne. RJM’s di-
rector Klaus Schneider took over the project management and 
integrated the project as the first special exhibition at the new 
RJM. Annabelle Springer enabled the exhibition to be realised 
as perfectly as we had hoped. Clara Giacalone assisted the cu-
ratorial team with organisational and substantive issues, while 
Ulrike Nestler took on the main coordination of  the accompany-
ing programme of  events. The project’s external partners were 
also crucial in ensuring the project’s survival. During our on-site 
research, we were able to benefit from the valuable help pro-
vided by co-curators Sam Hopkins and Akinbode Akinbiyi, as 
well as numerous other dialogue partners. We would also like to 
thank Johannes Hossfeld, head of  the Goethe-Institut in Nairobi, 
and our local project partners. Dominique Malaquais provided 
input as well as concrete advice and contacts to support the 
selection of  topics and artists in the exhibition section on Kin-
shasa. Our thanks also go to everyone, above all the artists and 
authors, for their hard work and fruitful and inspiring coopera-
tion. The English version of  the catalogue was made possible 
by the generous funding of  the Goethe-Institut in Johannesburg 
and the enthusiasm of  its Director Katharina von Ruckteschell-
Katte. Our thanks also go to the translator Andrew Boreham 
and the editor Jennifer Gallagher. Our project assistant for the 
English catalogue Hanna Prenzel has done a wonderful job! 

Translation from German by Andrew Boreham
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