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Editorial
If mnemonic signifies memory, remembrance, then that is what comes out strongest for me
in this book. Like the Sankofa bird, we look back to go forward. This is the thinking that
these artists seem to have adhered to. They knew where strength lies; they knew the
source of solace. These individuals are the spiritual descendants of the awka kuta sona:
they are the Men from Mnemonica.
I am happy to present to you, a review of Repainting the Walls of Lunda, published by
University of Minnesota Press.
Editor: Natty Mark Samuels – africanschool.weebly.com – An African School Production
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The Men from Mnemonica
From the second paragraph of the introduction, I was absorbed. For although this book is
from the Angolan story, I saw commonalities with others. For example, the aforementioned
paragraph (there is a photograph also) tells us of seven young artists, painting a mural on
the walls of the Dundo Museum, in Lunda, north Angola. This sent me to the AfricanAmerica saga; recalling the seven young artists on the Federal Art project, that painted the
Harlem Hospital murals, in 1936. The fourth paragraph, talking of the Portuguese
anthropologist Jose Redinha – the main protagonist in this book – informs us that he
'copied the wall murals in the Chitato district of the Lunda Province in watercolour'; which
took me south-east of Angola, to Zimbabwe, where Lionel Cripps had copied – also using
watercolour – the paintings of the San/Bushmen of his adopted country, from the caves
and rock shelters. The work of Julio de Vilhena, first mentioned at the beginning of chapter
one, returned me to America - and the field recordings of blues and folk singers, by John
Lomax.
But this is a book of Angola and I have to confess that if you'd asked me before reading it,
of wall and mural painting on the continent, I would have said the Ndebele of South Africa,
or the Kassena of Burkina Faso and Ghana; I didn't know that Angola had a history of
mural painting. I'd always associated their artistry, especially the Chokwe, with sculpture;
like the now-classic figure of the Chokwe culture hero, Chibinda Illunga, or the Pwo mask
of womanhood.
Like the book Immortalizing The Past, which is based on the paintings of the
aforementioned Lionel Cripps, Repainting The Walls of Lunda is a discourse on Paredas
Pintadas da Lunda, the paintings compiled and published by Jose Redinha, in 1953.
In a way, the introduction to the Diamang Dundo community, reads like something from a
sci-fi futuristic plot; a sterile entity emerging from an episode of the Twilight Zone. But in
the end, it was just another colonial enclave; another template for a gated community.
Diamang, the diamond mining company, was the omnipresent overseer of all: expounding
a mixture of paternalism and racism; ladling out portions of the lukewarm colonial stew. But
we know the nature of these enclaves, whether they be in Anglophone, Francophone or
Lusophone countries.
So, to the artwork. We are told that Sona 'is a drawing performance that was, at the time,
most often done in the sand with a group of people but could also be painted and drawn
onto walls...sona instructed boys as they were initiated into the mukanda rite at puberty,
where they were instructed for a period of time on rituals, history and the protection of
objects, such as masks and figures, that mediated communication with the ancestor
spirits'. It was good to read and see (figure 10) the stages of sona drawing, which begins
with the placing of the dots. 'He began the drawing by impressing dots with the tips of his
fingers'. In describing The Kabilinginja kaNthumba drawing, we are informed that the dots
and lines represent things such as villages and rivers, as the lines on the southern Congo
Luba lusaka board, represent Luba migration - and chiefs and culture heroes are
represented by beads. So the Chokwe awka kuta sona and the men of the Luba Mbudye
Society, were receivers of the same remit; to be conduits of ancestral knowledge.
On page 97, we read ..'Redinha extrapolates an epochal shift in Chokwe society from a
change in medium: sand drawing to hut painting, suggesting a ''natural death'' of the

former. Why? Esther Mahlangu the Ndebele artist, has taken the traditional motifs from the
walls and placed them on cars, footwear and beverage bottles, without witnessing the
demise of the traditional artistry.
My knowledge of Lusophone artists is strongest concerning Mozambique, than of any of
the other former Portuguese colonies, so chapter three and its introduction to Victor
Manuel Teixeira aka Viteix, was a real highlight of the book for me. Good to be able to link
him with his Anglophone counterparts, such as the Nigerian Solomon Wangboje, who after
receiving his PhD, went on to found the Ori Olokun art workshop – and the Creative Arts
Department at Benin University; as Viteix founded the National Union of Plastic Arts and
was Director of the Visual Arts Sector of Angola. His work alongside Independence hero
Agostinho Neto, reminded me of the projects of Ghanaian artist/medic Oku Ampofo, that
had the support of Kwame Nkrumah. As a big fan of prints – which is why I mentioned
Solomon Wangboje – I'm surprised I haven't heard of him before. Viteix became a figure
before and in the time of the destructive acronyms – MPLA, UNITA and FNAL - when
Angola was riven and torn by three factions, selectively backed by the superpowers; vying
for control of the country, including what Diamang possessed.
It was good to read that he and other 'Angolan artists used the Chokwe visual corpus as
symbols of ''Angola''... and that they 'saw in Chokwe paintings and sculpture a highly
sophisticated art'. This chapter - entitled Rebouco (building plaster), alluding to a painting
by Viteix called Construcao Civil - talks of Homen Novo, New Man. As part of the
discourse on this aspect, we read 'the ultimate goal was a renewal of ''man''; to encounter
society on the wellness of each person through mass consciousness and the fulfillment of
political responsibilities'.This mirrors the thinking of Hubert Harrison, one of the leading
intellectual/activists of the New Negro Movement, which helped to generate and fuel the
Harlem Renaissance.
Whatever the political rhetoric, referring back to the start of the previous paragraph, its
good to see that the MPLA Museum Manual had a photograph of a Pwo mask on the front
cover; a part of the on-going self-affirmation and reclamation drive. One of my first
personal connections with the MPLA, was hearing the classic Tappa Zukie production
entitled MPLA, when Jamaica was immersed in its own political warfare, between the JLP
and PNP and their respective backers: America and Cuba.
Going on further in this chapter, we come to the combined initiative of Viteix and Antonio
Ole. We are told 'both artists made an attempt to discover an essential ''Angolan'' form'.
Uche Okeke was doing the same thing at the same time in Nigeria, with the resurrection of
Uli.
Another artist I was introduced too, was Francisco Domingos ''Van Van-Dunem. I googled
his name and going to images, saw the Chokwe motifs inserted in his work. Miragem,
given in black and white in the book, can be seen in its original; cerise, ochre, black and
white. Joaquim Rodrigo, also new to me, was an artist who paid 'close attention to the
Chokwe and Luena wall murals'. Whereas there are only a few paintings by Van-Dunem
on the net, there are about two dozen by Rodrigo. We need more translations or writings in
English about the Lusophone artists, so we can refer to and cite other modern artists, as
well as Malangatana and Albert Chissano.
With its oil as well as diamonds, after reading of the manoeuvrings of Mobutu, and the dos
Santos and Dokolo families, Tony Hodges says something we know; ''Angola's people
would be amongst the best fed, best educated and the healthiest on the African continent.

The reality is quite the opposite''.
But this final chapter continues by informing us of the endeavours of artists such as
Fernando Alvim - who was the director of the 2006 Trienal de Luanda - and his mission to
generate more widespread awareness and appreciation of art, focusing on the
musseques, the slum areas. He uses billboards (with children's work included), workshop
tuition, outreach ventures and gallery visits.
In many ways, this book is about the release from strangle hold; whether the strangler be
Diamang, the Portuguese authorities, Cold War combatants or the post-independence
figures. What better way to bring release than through art. What better way for the people
of Lunda North – eighty per cent Chokwe – than to resurrect what brought respite and joy
before the outsider gatecrashed. So we go back to the sona, the drawing in the sand 'that
was a pass time for men, as they passed through neighbouring towns' – then go forward;
to the designs that were then transferred to walls and in the present day, can be seen on
billboards, as well as in galleries. When the world goes awry and you are adrift, what
better to use as remedy, than what you have used before: using the creativity of the past,
as an anchor in the present. A heightened awareness of what is yours. Like the Ghanaian
artist El Anatsui, who has used adinkra symbolism in his work; or the Nigerian Kunle Filani,
who has used Yoruba motifs.
If mnemonic signifies memory, remembrance, then that is what comes out strongest for me
in this book. Like the Sankofa bird, we look back to go forward. This is the thinking that
these artists seem to have adhered to. They knew where strength lies; they knew the
source of solace. These individuals are the spiritual descendants of the awka kuta sona:
they are The Men from Mnemonica.
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