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CREATING A SCENE
It was the poor relation of the art world, and for good reason. Now a new generation of 
experimental and increasingly exciting East African painters is turning heads – and filling 
auction houses. But the revolution didn’t happen on its own. Daniel Howden meets 
the Nairobi innovators reinventing the market. Photography by Jonathan Kalan 

Close to his art Nairobi artist 
Anthony Okello in his studio

Opposite Paul Onditi’s 
Anonymous Smokey. The  

ethereal character is a regular 
on the artist’s canvases
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From top Kuona Trust 
studio; Joseph Mbatia 

(aka Berthiers), a Kenyan 
Hogarth; new money is 
coming into Nairobi in  

pursuit of its art 

T
he f irst few slides are broadly what a novice 
might expect of East African art. Works that 
would not surprise a safari tourist are projected 
above a f i replace in the spac ious s it t ing 

room of one of the Kenyan capital’s charming, 
old colonial - st yle cottages. Tanzanian painter 
Simon Mpata’s two-dimensional f ishermen pull 
their glimmering catch from the waters of Lake 
Victoria, rendered in a colourful Swahili style known  
as Tingatinga. 

Then something more intriguing happens. Next up 
is young Kenyan artist, James Muriuki’s contemporary 
photographs that show an unmistakably modern city 
whose wooden scaffold construction sites are swaddled 
in billowing material. Among the most striking work 
that follows is that of Paul Onditi, a Kenyan who studied 
art in Germany and whose cityscape, inspired by the 
recent critically acclaimed film Nairobi Half Life, is 
constructed from plastic printing plates and materials 
where the washed-out browns are achieved using bleach.

The gathering is one of the first Collectors’ Club 
meetings aimed at building a local art market. The 
potential buyers are well-heeled local bankers, fund 
managers and business people with the odd ex-pat 
development worker thrown in and at least one foreign 
diplomat. Most of the chat is about prices, which starting 
around £600, are generally considered affordable. 

The club is the brainchild of Danda Jaroljmek, a 
passionate advocate of African art and graduate of 
London’s Chelsea College of Art. Born in Zambia, she 
has lived in Kenya for the past 14 years. Between slides, 
she explains why East Africa has been the poor relation 
to thriving West and Southern African art scenes. 
The absence of fine-art schools, 
especially in Kenya, stymied the 
early development of artists, while 
the resulting lack of gallery space 
prevented the emergence of a 
market for what was out there. 

Her solut ion was to set up 
Circle Art Agency to identify 
work worth selling and bring 
it to market. ‘We found people 
who wanted to buy, but it’s a 
question of building an audience,’  
says Jaroljmek.

One of the would-be buyers is 
K e n y a n  b u s i n e s s m a n  J i m i 
Kariuki who runs a successful 
chain of hotels. He freely admits to 
being a beginner: ‘The atmosphere 
is like a wine-tasting but I’m not 
a connoisseur.’ He said that the 
walls of his hotels have never 
hosted authentic Kenyan art :  
‘I really see this as an education.  
I want to get an appreciation of East African art.’

Outside on the veranda among the dr inkers 
and smokers, Arv ind Vohora, a former fashion 
photographer and ad man, who runs the commercial 
side of Circle’s operation, plots the rise of East African 
art. It will inevitably follow growing prosperity in the 
region, he argues. The era when art in Nairobi was seen 
as ‘corner trash’ – tourist trinkets and crude copies sold 
by the guys outside the Norfolk hotel – is ending. ‘It has 
happened in Nigeria and India. As people have more 
money in their pockets this happens,’ he says.

Proof of concept came last November with East 
Africa’s first-ever commercial art auction. The venue 

Explorations Nairobi
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Feasting on Ramadan soaps
Shows such as They Don’t Eat 
Artichoke are capturing audiences  
of 85 million

this time was a clunking change of gear from the stone 
cottage of old Nairobi to the pink towers and swirling 
carpets of the Kempinski, one of a rash of swanky 
new Nairobi hotels more reminiscent of Dubai or 
Johannesburg. Concerns among the organisers that 
they wouldn’t be able to fill the ballroom gave way to 
a final day crush and people having to be turned away. 

Once bidding got underway, under the hammer 
of Dendy Easton, an auctioneer more often seen in 
Sotheby’s or Bonhams in London, who 
flew in for the occasion, it went higher 
than most had ant icipated. Gasps 
followed when bids for the f irst lot 
passed the threshold of £7,000. Small 
beer to international collectors, like the 
millionaire Robert Devereux who has 
supported African art, but unheard of 
amounts in the Kenyan context. When 
Dendy slipped out of habit into pounds 
sterling, nervous laughter replaced the 
gasps. But the reality was that nine out of ten lots sold, 
many of them at two or three times the reserve.

Anthony Okello whose powerful work, Masquerade, an 
oil on canvas, made the cover of the catalogue, chose 
to stay away from the auction but admitted his shock at 
the surge of interest: ‘There’s a sudden interest in East 
African art after we’ve been neglected for a long time.’

Rakishly thin with short dreads and a Lycra T-shirt 
– testimony to his love of cycling – Okello said the 
turnaround was a bit overwhelming now that ‘collectors 

abound’ and there is a living to be made. Trained in  
fine arts at a former Catholic mission school in Nairobi’s 
high density Buruburu neighbourhood, he works in a 
10ft by 10ft room where his canvases, some of which 
stand taller than his 6ft, stacked against the wall. With 
his studio out near Athi River beyond the industrial 
outskirts of Nairobi, he captures the divide between 
many of the Kenyan artists and the new money that has 
suddenly come in pursuit of their work. ‘It’s nice but 

unsettling and not something we should 
get used to,’ he warned.

If Okello, who compares the suffering 
involved with finishing one of his works 
to the pain of the long-distance cyclist, is 
at the introspective end of Nairobi’s 
practising artists, Joseph Mbatia is at its 
extrovert opposite. Among the artists who 
did brave the Kempinski crush, Mbatia or 
‘Berthiers’ as he styles himself when it 
seemed like a foreign name might sell 

better, is a boisterous character. Starting out as a sign-
painter, he used to paint delivery vans. He calls this time 
his ‘cat painting’ period, when he worked for so little he 
felt he may as well paint cats for all the good it did him. 
It was only after he started collecting international 
newspapers and magazines from Nairobi hotels when 
the ‘CNN factor’ changed his work: ‘While everyone 
else was asleep, I would watch CNN at night when it was 
rebroadcast on Kenyan TV,’ he says.

His new taste for politics emerged in his work where 

EPHREM 
SOLOMON  
Born in 1983, 
Solomon creates 
sociopolitical 
works that reflect 
contemporary 
Ethiopia by mixing 
newspaper, 
the tradition of 
woodcut and 
graphic elements.

PAUL ONDITI  
With his signature 
figure of Smokey, 
the ethereal 
character who 
lurks in his 
canvases, Onditi 
rifles through his 
vast repertoire of 
techniques, from 
filmstrips to print, 
to create his art. 

MICHAEL SOI  
The Kenyan 
artist’s sexually 
explicit take on 
African power 
struggles resulted 
in his show Sex and 
the City. Soi began 
as a sculptor and 
is a member of the 
second generation 
of Kenyan artists 
from Kuona Trust.

SANE WADU 
Considered one of 
the pioneers of 
Kenyan art, Wadu 
began his career 
by using household 
paints on clothing 
but has now 
adapted to the 
more conventional 
oil on canvas. He 
is the founder of 
the Sane Wadu 
Art Trust.

ARTISTS 
TO BUY
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Putting his back into it  
Anthony Okello working on the Kenya 
Circus Festival Series: ‘We’ve been 
neglected for a long time’

‘THE NEW MONEY IS  
NICE BUT UNSETTLING 
AND NOT 
SOMETHING WE 
SHOULD GET USED TO’ 
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GO ON THEN…  
DESTINATION: NAIROBI

FIND IT AT BA.COM
British Airways flies to Nairobi from London 
Heathrow. Flight time: around eight hours.

COLLECT THOSE AVIOS
Join the Executive Club and collect at least 
6,230* Avios for a return flight from London to 
Nairobi. Or redeem your Avios – 40,000** will 
pay for a return journey.

FOR MORE AFRICAN BEATS...
Nigerian photographer Andrew Esiebo gives 
his Lagos nightlife tips at highlife.ba.com.

Heavenly creature
Anthony Okello’s 

Guiding Angel (2009); 
a scene from Nairobi’s 

roads (top)  

figures from local politics jostle with those from South 
Africa’s apartheid regime or the Middle East. The 
political journey was accelerated by the disastrous 
violence that swept the country at the turn of 2007-8 
after a disputed election in Kenya.

His auction lot, The World’s Craziest Bar, is typical 
of the riotous satirical approach he has adopted, a 
Kenyan Hogarth, whose works are populated by world 
leaders such as Barack Obama and Vladimir Putin as 
well as African autocrats, like Robert Mugabe. They all 
rub shoulders with drunken Kenyans and intruding 
livestock in scenes that are nonetheless recognisable 
from Nairobi’s often raucous roadside bars: ‘My work 
is not reality but a grim reflection. Whatever is going 
wrong, the international community is just watching.’

By the time the next Circle event came around in late 
February the art scene in the Kenyan capital was no 
longer an idea but a brand that commercial sponsors 
were keen to buy into it. The Papers exhibition shifted 
backdrop once again. This time the setting was one 
of the grand old houses in part of the garden city 

where the wealthy few still enjoy gardens measured in 
acres. These mansions are slowly disappearing from 
Nairobi, to be replaced by apartment blocks and gated 
communities with anonymous names like Sunny View.

While the venue for the four-night show spoke of a 
bygone era, the works themselves were contemporary 
and spoke of a growing confidence: the exquisite 
portraits by Ethiopian artist Ephrem Solomon, where 
haunting woodcut faces emerge from the contours of 
a newsprint papiermaché; or the stark monochrome 
of James Muriuki’s piled steel rebars, photographed 
as they wait to be entombed in the concrete of Africa’s 
building frenzy. The most powerful sense of new 
collaborations came from Samuel Githui, an often 
conventional artist who was persuaded to experiment 
with white chalk portraits of a dancer on black paper. 

On the opening night, as a wall of Githui’s sketches 
dominated one of the no-longer lived-in bedrooms of 
the house, Jack Bryton Otieno, the dancer and model 
for the works gave a barefoot reprisal of his moves in 
just the kind of creative collaboration that Jaroljmek 
hopes will start to emerge. ‘Creating a market for the 
work that was already there was the first step,’ she says. 
‘The longer-term goal is to challenge working artists to 
experiment and try new approaches and media.’

‘It’s the first time I’ve danced in an installation,’ said 
the breathless Otieno, one of the country’s small band 
of contemporary dancers. ‘I can’t fly high when the 
space is so close, but this is interesting. It’s new for me 
to be so close to the audience.’ 
Daniel Howden is the East Africa correspondent for The 
Economist and The Guardian. @howden_africa
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