
 

 
„Art is a platform for reflecting our society“ 

 

Today's globalization has its roots in colonialism and therefore also in a system of oppression and 

dependencies. With this being said, to what extent can art reflect such topics? This year 

postcolonialism and its aftereffects are a key question at our ZEITSICHT award. Sammy Baloji 

(*1978), a Congolese photographer, video artist and participant at documenta 14, is our laudator and 

has nominated his colleague Jean Katambayi Mukendi for ZEITSICHT. In our interview Sammy 

unveils his thoughts on their artistic approach, Jean Katambayi Mukendi’s way of working and social 

issues in Congo. Social issues that have been triggered not least by German politics: The Congo 

Conference of 1884, convened by Chancellor Bismarck, formed the basis for Africa’s division into 

colonies and their following exploitation. 

 

Sammy, why did you recommend Jean Katambayi Mukendi for the ZEITSICHT award 2019? 

Sammy Baloji: We are from the same city (Lubumbashi) and I’ve been following his career for quite 

some time and also collaborated with him in the past. In our work we both cover the different aspects 

of postcolonialism and I wanted to increase the awareness for this important topic. 

 

Is your work similar to Jean’s? 

It is certainly not similar in terms of results but in terms of content. Our focus is to depict certain 

developments in Congo that are dealing with its colonial legacy but also with the chaotic postcolonial 

state that we’ve been going through. For us, that’s not only interesting but also politically charged. 

Furthermore, there’s also the social aspect. Since we’re talking about a postcolonial society, there are 

still barriers between the social classes.  

 

Could you describe your approach towards art? 

I started working in art, because I felt the necessity to address this succession of exclusion. We have 

been a free state since 1960 but we have been ruled by a dictatorship. Besides, Congo was a plaything 

of global politics. During the Cold War the US wanted to control us because the mines contained 

uranium, which is essential to building bombs. Obviously, for this reason the United States did not 

want the UdSSR to gain access. When the Cold War ended they felt no need to hold their ground there 

anymore. The 1990s became a period of democracy but also of corruption and civil war. Finally, all the 

borders were controlled and we “the people” were completely separated from the world abroad.  

 
  

https://www.documenta14.de/de/artists/13531/sammy-baloji
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Why did you become an artist? 

Of course, that was closely related to the restriction I just mentioned. In school we used to get comics 

from Europe, mainly from Belgium, the former colonial power, but most of us could not afford these 

books so I started to draw my own comics. That led to my passion in arts. 

Besides, I wanted to address the people’s sorrow in Congo that lasted over decades. I do not only talk 

about colonialism, we were let alone afterwards several times too. I grew up in Katanga, a mining area. 

After the Iron Curtain was lifted our minerals were not in such high demand anymore, so the world 

forgot about us.  Thus, Katanga's capital, Lubumbashi, became a symbol for the decay of the Central 

African State. 

 

Some people become politicians to address oppressive issues. Why do you think that art is a 

proper channel to contribute to a better future? 

Art offers a new perspective and, thus, can facilitate new kinds of debates about the society and its 

problems: The artwork is always linked to some kind of observation and a reaction to what is around 

you. It’s not about finding solutions but about raising questions. 

 

Let me raise a question: What are the biggest problems in Congo? 

It’s not only about the Congo. It’s about the colonial system and capitalism. When Congo was a private 

country in the 19th century, belonging to the Belgian king, business partners from abroad came to 

exploit its resources. This was the beginning of capitalism in Katanga. In the last decades it was the 

same: Private companies came to earn money in our country. So companies often are the stronger 

forces in alliance with governments. It is another kind of colonial system and it leads to massive 

injustice. 

 

In what aspect? 

One example: Many mobile phones and computers contain metals such as cooper, gold or tantalum, 

which can be found in the Congo. The minerals move around the world but the people can’t move, they 

have not been allowed to travel or leave our country. Because the world was interested in our minerals 

but not in us. 

 

How is it to work as an artist in Congo today? Are there restrictions for Jean or you? 

I wouldn’t say that we are free but not completely unfree either: We are trying to create a democratic 

system but in a way we are still on the way. Therefore, working as an artist is always about negotiating 

territories with the authorities.  

 

Is there freedom of arts? 

In a nutshell: As long as the regime doesn’t feel attacked. 
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Let’s take a glimpse at Jean Katambayi Mukendi’s art. What is so special about it? 

Jean is a technician and an artist at the same time. He has a background in engineering and math and 

thus he links both more or less abstract worlds “science and art” to give answers on tangible problems. 

Many of his sculptures look very technical; they contain materials such as cables, LED lamps or 

switches and follow precise construction plans, as if they had been constructed by an engineer. For me, 

his art work expresses a particular sensibility. It’s a combination of the material and symbolical layers. 

 

How do you think Jean’s ZEITSICHT nomination can be a launch pad for his career? 

For every artist it’s interesting to show his work. This can also open doors and help find a new 

audience. For Jean it’s an audience with a completely different cultural socialisation. Most of them will 

be confronted with the history and society of the Congo for the very first time. So the encounter will be 

very interesting for both sides. For an artist this is a great opportunity of self-reflection. The same will 

certainly be true for the audience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


