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Editorial
One of the first great figures of modern art in his country, alongside the sculptor Albert
Chissano, the featured artist was much loved in his country. Here's an excerpt from a 2011
Judy Seidman article
Flags across Mozambique flew at half-mast for two days in mourning when artist
Malangatana Valente Ngwenya died in January 2011. At his funeral, speakers declared
that he was“much more than an artist – he is a part of us”, naming him a 'hero' and a
"freedom fighter." The government originally proposed placing his remains in the heroes’
mausoleum with Samora Machel and Eduardo Mondlane. But in line with his own wishes,
Malangatana was buried at his rural home town of Matalana, some thirty kilometres north
of Maputo.
From Mozambique, I am happy to present to you, MALANGATANA, published in Tanzania,
by Mkuki na Nyota.
Editor – Natty Mark Samuels – africanschool.weebly.com – An African School Production
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The Wisdom Carrier
Standing, flicking through it when first in my hands, the pages came to rest on A Ultima
Ciea, The Last Supper. It was good to see the faces of those gathered at the table,
depicted in the colours they would be, rather than those of Euro-centric portrayal. The
heavy-locked and bearded Christ, would now be considered fashionable, but this was
painted in Lusophone Africa, in 1961. We have to remember that traditionally, in many
societies of sub-Saharan Africa, the religious figures, whether they be healers, rainmakers
or diviners, or a combination of the three, were often ''dreadlocked''. A great example is
Akomfo (priest) Anoyke, co-founder of the Asante (Ashanti) State, alongside Osei Tutu.
There is a statute of the natural-headed man, outside the training hospital that bears his
name; in Kumasi, Ghana. Although time wasn't on my side, I stopped flicking and began to
look.
From the Christ to the Sorceress; as she walks, grinning, with her familiar the owl, through
a night-time scenario, peopled by the goggle-eyed and the unearthly. She is the dark
shaman, strolling amongst her acolytes of shadow. Was this painting, called the Sorceress
and the Owl, something from nightmare and dream? A reflection on the chief of the secret
police, strutting amongst his foot soldiers? If it is the latter, is it something from his own
personal scrapbook, after nearly two years of imprisonment. Whatever the answer,
Malangatana used both, reality and the dream, to tell the Saga of Mozambique. Having the
flexibility, I deferred what was scheduled, to sit awhile with this Ronga elder.
One of my favourites is Abyss of Sin. Uncertainty is seen on the faces of both the
anthropomorphic and zoomorphic figures; but there is one, a princely figure, seemingly
towering above all, walking steadfastly forward, watched over by an angel.
Then we come to the first great surprise of the book; the black and white ink drawings! I
didn't know that he'd created in this form. There's the playful voluptuousness of Ola; the
strained face of O Estivado, The Dockworker; the sexual yearning of the incarcerated, in
Sonho do Prisoneiro II, The Prisoners Dream. We get the original, coloured version of the
latter, on the following page.
Although the painting entitled The Trial of Militants of the Liberation Front of Mozambique,
is obviously set in that country, it reminded me of the traditional art of Ethiopia; in different
clothing, those assembled in the courtroom could be penitents, sitting in a church or
chapel in that Biblical land.
Another favourite is Uma Noite de Contos, Night of Stories. We don't see the story teller,
but we know where he or she is. We see children entranced by the story; two are weeping;
three have their faces turned away; two seem bored: the differing reactions of individuals
in a group, whether it be comprised of adults or children. I like his use of aquamarine.
Wish we could have seen more of the ceramic pieces. It was this aspect of his creativity,
that he learnt alongside printmaking, during a Gulbenkian scholarship in Portugal. Yes,
wish I could have seen more, as I liked the three that are offered for our viewing: faces
looming out from the clay.
An ink drawing called Mulher, Woman, shows a female with stitches in her upper lip and

and on one cheek. Are woman not safe from the police or their darker colleagues, the
PIDE? Or is she another victim of domestic violence?
Heads up to the sky, teeth barred, as friends and comrades mourn another victim, in the
drawing called Uivor, Waling. The intimacy on a moonlit night, in Letter to Gelita II. If he
gave us snapshots of war, he also showed us moments of peace.
Back to colour and another regret: that more of his mural painting wasn't exhibited here.
Still, glad to have seen the 1982 one, simply called, Mural.
In First Fruits, I ask myself, what first fruits? Usually, we associate that term – the time of
harvest - with joy and blessings, but in the painting we see faces of doubt and fear. First
fruits? Maybe, in the usual time of first fruits, there are none, due to the disruption by war,
or the occupation by drought. Maybe a title of dark humour; of the first of an expected
wave of police backlash. Opposite this, in a homage to womanhood, we see again his
mastery of aquamarine, in the Nocturnal Secrets of Woman; a warm and elegant piece:
one of his best.
A few pages on, in a painting called On The Other Side of the River, we see a huddled
mass in orange, red and brown, visages of loss and fright. Are they refugees, stranded
over there?
Then what I wished for, appears! More mural work. I don't where the mural is, but blessed
are those who live within its vicinity. Not paintings; these are incisions in mud; taking his
work on canvas – transferring to a mud-brick wall. It would be good to sit under the tree of
shade in front of it and spend an afternoon, entranced by the magic of Malangatana.
Every man who loves his country, endeavours to tell the story well; a balanced rendition,
warmed by affection. So it was with Malangatana. If on one page, there is fighting, on the
next, there'll be others making love.
A couple of the paintings made me think of Guernica. So I began imagining Malangatana,
sitting with Picasso; two pioneering artists, two men who knew war and painted it. Talking
into the outdoor night, of Franco and Salazar; oil paint and drawings: of Paris and Maputo;
of the future: of you and I.
He drew inspiration from everyday life, of others and of his. In a quote from the text, he
informs us that ''...Later I painted many pictures at night. I used to sleep, have dreams,
see monsters that frightened me and I would paint them...
You sense that he loved people and that's why he painted: as a conduit to share their
stories. You sensed also, that they were drawn to him; that they had a deep appreciation,
of his narrative in colour. So he painted Os Trabalhadores, The Workers; drew Muhondo
de Casa, Moving House; and painted O Trabalho Forcado, Forced Labour.
He was a founding member of the Peace Movement, the National Museum of the Art of
Mozambique, Nucleo de Arte (a national art initiative) and Vamos Brincar (his
neighbourhood children's project), as well as being a UNICEF collaborator. How much love
can a man show?
A great wordsmith as well as artist, in one of the Twenty Four Poems, published in Lisbon,
he says ''But the children never lie. They tell the truth without knowing that it is the truth''.

Which reminds me of the Jamaican icon, who sang the story of his people, when he said
''Tell the children the truth': they were both on a mission to represent - and to do it honestly.
Some of his paintings seem to say' This is the mass of entanglement, in the head of the
sufferer. Meditate on what you see – then strive to do better'.
He showed us the lonely phantasmagoria, but pointed us in the direction of euphoria. After
all the battering, mental as well as physical, he remained a humane man: the Sage of
Matalana.
His work was exhibited internationally. Honoured by Holland and Portugal, as well as
Mozambique, he was a world ambassador for a better humanity. We are better, because
the Wisdom Carrier walked amongst us.
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In 1997 UNESCO appointed Malangatana as their Artist for Peace. He responded that the
honour was not his alone, but must be “bestowed on mothers, on children, on all those
who are suffering."
"Art for me is a collective expression that comes from the uses and customs of the people
and leads to their social, mental, cultural and political evolution. Art is a musical instrument
full of messages. These are messages that the artist selects to put together in front of
humanity.
Malangatana
both excerpts from article by Judy Seidman
Johannesburg, 2011

