rica

& Mediterraneo

ISSN: 1121-8495

Enrica Picarelli, “Displaced Fashion, Fashion of
Displacement: two Visual Statements About Migrant Fashion
from Africa”, in «Africa e Mediterraneor, vol. 30, n. 95, 2021,
pp. 52-61

DOI: 10.53249/2em.2021.95.06

http://www.africaemediterranco.it/en/journal/

[glelelel



DOSSIER

South African Anti-apartheid T-shirts:
Screening for Change

Gendered Disputes over Clothing
in Postcolonial Tanzania

Displaced Fashion, Fashion

[
N of Displacement: two Visual Statements
e 1 erral leO about Migrant Fashion from Africa
T U R A E S o ¢ 1 E T A

Do Black Lives Really Matter
in ltalian Fashion?

C vuv L

n. 95 | Black to the Future.

Arte contemporanea e pratiche creative
dell’abbigliamento in Africa e nella Diaspora

. y O ‘Z;.;,.I,%_ =
Y = RS
i o e

:U g N v
8
| A
% 4 I‘:.:
" B
10
. /

Ads S

g TS

EaEmomo Boloona-Poste

R e R e

O
18
H ? H
| %
iV
- B ,/y
11 / :
! i" &
3 ¥
asl B PEMUNISGISIIENANIEDte DE
! T, 119¢ i0 82 li5aldsTohis third partiesy
y 'y -
N B 8 0
b <!




Direttrice responsabile
Sandra Federici

Indice

n.g95

Dossier:

Black to the Future.

Arte contemporanea

e pratiche creative
dell’abbigliamento

in Africa e nella Diaspora

A cura di

Paul-Henri S. Assako Assako,
Ivan Bargna,

Giovanna Parodi da Passano
e Gabi Scardi

Segreteria di redazione
Sara Saleri

Comitato di redazione
Elisabetta Degli Esposti Merli, Silvia Festi,
Andrea Marchesini Reggiani, Pietro Pinto,
Mary Angela Schroth, Rossana Mamberto,

Enrica Picarelli

Comitato scientifico
Flavia Aiello, Stefano Allievi, lvan Bargna,
Jean-Godefroy Bidima, Salvatore Bono,
Carlo Carbone, Marina Castagneto,
Francesca Corrao, Piergiorgio Degli Esposti,
Vincenzo Fano, Luigi Gaffuri,
Rosario Giordano, Marie-José Hoyet,
Stefano Manservisi, Dismas A. Masolo,
Pier Luigi Musaro, Francesca Romana Paci,
Paola Parmiggiani, Giovanna Parodi da
Passano, Silvia Riva, Giovanna Russo,
Irma Taddia, Jean-Léonard Touadi,
Alessandro Triulzi, Itala Vivan

Collaboratori
Kaha Mohamed Aden, Luciano Ardesi,
Gianmarco Cavallarin, Simona Cella, Aldo
Cera, Fabrizio Corsi, Antonio Dalla Libera,

Tatiana Di Federico, Nelly Diop, Mario Giro,

Lorenzo Luatti, Umberto Marin, Marta Meloni,

Gianluigi Negroni, Beatrice Orlandini, Giulia
Paoletti, Blaise Patrix, Massimo Repetti,
Raphaél Thierry, Flore Thoreau La Salle

Africa e Mediterraneo
Semestrale di Lai-momo cooperativa sociale
Registrazione al Tribunale di Bologna
n. 6448 del 6/6/1995
ISSN1121-8495

Direzione e redazione
Via Gamberi 4 - 40037
Sasso Marconi - Bologna
tel. +39 051 840166 fax +39 051 6790117
redazione@africaemediterraneo.it
www.africaemediterraneo.it

Impaginazione grafica
Andrea Giovanelli

Editore
Edizioni Lai-momo
Via Gamberi 4, 40037
Sasso Marconi - Bologna
www.laimomo.it

Finito di stampare
Gennaio 2022 presso
Ge.Graf Srl - Bertinoro (FC)

La direzione non si assume alcuna
responsabilita per quanto espresso
dagli autori nei loro interventi

Africa e Mediterraneo € una pubblicazione
che fa uso di peer review, in questo numero
nella sezione Dossier (escluso
Dossier - Cantieri), Scuola e Letteratura

Foto di copertina
Zohra Opoku, One of Me I, 2017-2020 (detalil).
Screenprint on textile, acrylic, thread.
Courtesy of Mariane Ibrahim

1 Black to the Future.
Arte contemporanea e pratiche
creative dell’abbigliamento
in Africa e nella Diaspora.
Introduzione

Corpi di stoffa: i tessuti

nella ritrattistica di Bisa Butler
e Marcellina Akpojotor

di Priscilla Manfren

South African Anti-apartheid
T-shirts: Screening for Change
by Avitha Sooful

Fragments of Fashion:
Contemporary Contaminations,
a Look to the Future

and Stories from the Past

by Beatrice Polato

Indossare la memoria.
Articolazioni

e auto-rappresentazioni glocali
nell’abbigliamento ganda

di Marco Sottilotta

You will be Punched!

Gendered Disputes over Clothing
in Postcolonial Tanzania

by Maria Suriano

Displaced Fashion,

Fashion of Displacement:
two Visual Statements About
Migrant Fashion from Africa
by Enrica Picarelli

63 Moving Identity:
Looking at Social Change
Through the Migrant Trend
by Caterina Pecchioli

Dossier - Cantieri

72 “Safety Suit”:
A Transcultural Student
Collaboration
by Lawrence Kyere
e Rosa Pfluger

Do Black Lives Really Matter
in Italian Fashion?

We are Made in Italy

and Italy is Made of us:

the WAMI PROJECT

by Michelle Francine Ngonmo

B&W Lab. Portrait of Madjdiya Biao, wearing a daily outfit, Macro Asilo. Photo: Caterina Pecchioli (Nation25)

82 “It Looks just Like...”
Performing Arts with Cultures
and the Stares of Moral
and Political Frictions
at Your Local Museum
by Sandra Ferracuti
and Stone Karim Mohamad

S-vestito: abitare una nuova
dimensione di sé
di Leda Perretta

Scuola

96 La versatilita dell’abito
di Sara Ugolini

Letteratura

100 Tradurre il Marocco
degli anni di piombo
di Cristina Dozio

Immigrazione

104 1l Covid, la crisi e la vita
degli stranieri
nel 31° Dossier Statistico
di Pietro Pinto

Eventi

106 Da barriere a finestre:
il percorso del progetto
“Snapshots from the borders”
di Totd Martello

109 Les Filons Géologiques

Libri

110 Astrid Starck-Adler,
Dag Henrichsen (eds.),
Lewis Nkosi. The Black
Psychiatrist | Flying Home: Texts,
Perspectives, Homage
Basler Afrika Bibliographien 2021
di Antonio Dalla Libera

Edimo, Simon Mbumbo,
Colonel Toutou:

Tome 1, A 'ombre de Paris
Basler Toom éditions, 2020

Candace M. Keller,

Imaging Culture:

Photography in Mali, West Africa
Indiana University Press, 2021
di Enrica Picarelli



mailto:redazione@africaemediterraneo.it
http://www.africaemediterraneo.it%20
http://www.laimomo.it%20

D DOSSIER

DOSSIER D

Displaced Fashion, Fashion
of Displacement:
two Visual Statements About
Migrant Fashion from Africa

Through the case studies of the brands /kiré Jones and MasaMara,
the article examines the theme of migration in contemporary African fashion and visual art.

by Enrica Picarelli

A shot of “After Migration: Calabria” (2020), directed by Wal¢ Oyéjidé and Jake Saner, showing Alieu Kebbeh styled in an Ikiré Jones outfit. Courtesy of Ikiré Jones

\ Copia acquistata per uniliso strettamente personale, da non divulgare a terzi.
Copy forpersonal use, not to be disclosed to third parties.|

n the spring of 2021, Walé Oyéjidé - the founder and
creative director of the clothing brand Ikiré Jones -
released After Migration: Calabria, an experimen-
tal film on African migrants in Italy that combines
documentary and fashion film. About a year earlier,
Amza Niyonzima - a designer based in South Africa and
the founder of MasaMara, who goes by the name of Nyam-
bo MasaMara - had focused on the same theme in the pro-
motional video Migration is Beautiful: Destroy all Borders.
These works are part of storytelling projects linked with
Oyéjidé e Nyambo’s work, that also include look books,
textile designs, and art/fashion performances where gar-
ments center stories of transit and displacement. As the
number of displaced persons around the world continues
to grow - with migration becoming one of the defining
experiences of our times - the phenomenon has taken up
space in the fashion conversation. Various performances
and ethical initiatives by fashion houses and individual
designers call attention to it, to the effect that a discourse
on migration has emerged (Gaugele 2019).
In the case of Oyéjidé and Nyambo, migration is more
than a topic to explore. The former - the son of immi-
grants from Nigeria, who

2019 by Oyéjidé and Jake Saner and released two years lat-
er, it was filmed in the mountain town of Sant’Ilario dello
Ionio in the Calabria region in the south of Italy (After Mi-
gration). This is one of many peripheral spots where dis-
placed persons have found a home in this country. Here
live Alieu Kebbeh and Favor Joseph - a teenage boy from
Gambia and a young single mother from Nigeria with her
little daughter - who took the perilous Saharan-Mediterra-
nean route, dreaming of a better life in Europe.
In voice-over, Alieu and Favor chronicle their journey -
the circumstances that prompted them to leave Africa,
the fatalistic attitude with which they faced the crossing,
and the gratitude at being rescued, by the Italian coast
guard in the case of Alieu, and by Sant’Ilairo’s inhabit-
ants who welcomed Favor. We follow them as they make
a home in the new world. The boy - who wants to be-
come a successful soccer player - is restless and alone.
He walks down old cobbled streets and explores aban-
doned sites, occasionally interacting with young and old
people, surrounded by a beautiful landscape of green
hills. He takes his time getting acquainted with this en-
vironment. We see him mapping space with his senses,
perhaps planning an imag-

grew up in the United
States - left his job as a
lawyer to pursue social
activism through visual
means. Since co-founding
Ikiré Jones with Sam Hubler
in 2014, his mission has

*

After Migration: Calabria deploys material
elements and meanings to make us
«pause and reconsider» (ibid) the overlappings
of physical and symbolic journeys
and what this entails for identity.

inary journey. He recalls
that the boat on which he
crossed the sea - a visual
trope of the film - had no
compass and that they
navigated using the stars.
The theme of orientation/

been to foreground the
experiences of vulnerable
people, using fashion as a «vehicle to a greater end» (Oyé-
jidé 2019). Nyambo - Rwanda-born, who spent his teenage
years as a refugee in multiple countries - is equally invest-
ed in mobilizing fashion to promote integration in South
Africa. For both of them, displacement is a founding ex-
perience that blurs the line between professional and per-
sonal life, the public and the private, social, cultural, and
economic dimensions, becoming the lens through which
they experience life.

This article discusses Oyéjidé and Nyambo’s reading of
migration through design, examining the themes of flight
and marginalization in their work, which blends art and
fashion. Through film-making and photography they ex-
plore the effects of displacement on identity, looking into
the relationship between dress and space through the van-
tage of migration. This experience plays out in the larger
context of the global fashion industry, where movement is
increasingly regulated and enabled based - directly or in-
directly - on commercial goals, which render space-mak-
ing a contested practice in material and symbolic terms.
The final part of the article situates the case studies with-
in the artistic movement of African fashion makers, who
mobilize visual means to dissect the asymmetries of this
system and advance an idea of sustainability based on the
political power of representation.

After Migration: Calabria
After Migration: Calabria is a twenty-minute film that tells
the real-life stories of two African migrants. Directed in

*

guidance (and lack there-
of) is predominant in his
narrative line, which presents him as a nomad, whose
decision to leave home at fifteen makes migration a pri-
mary experience of his life. At the end of the film, we
discover that he has once again moved and now lives in
France. Favor’s life has also been changed by migration
and she too plays a symbolic part in the film. She cherish-
es her daughter Wealth - who was born in Libya before
the crossing - and she is always filmed in her company: at
home, in an orange grove, sitting on a boat on the beach,
and at the home of one of the old village women where
she is learning to crochet. Her displacement is slowly
giving way to a new rooting: the mother-daughter rela-
tionship grounds her and she describes it as the founda-
tion of a future of freedom. Favor is not as dynamic as
Alieu. Her body language is measured to provide maxi-
mum comfort to Wealth. Her caring and protective atti-
tude identifies her as a provider. She is represented as a
shield, a Madonna-like figure of unbounded love. As she
makes herself into a metaphorical compass for her little
girl, Favor’s positive experience of integration is a coun-
terpoint to that of Alieu.

After Migration: Calabria is a chapter of Oyéjidé’s ongoing
eponymous storytelling project on displacement that vis-
ually explores the relationship between dress and identity
for black persons on the move. This art project that spans
North America, Africa, and Europe exposes the power of
dress to determine social identity in contexts were black-
ness has historically been visually signified and materially
marked off as worthless, threatening, or undeveloped. For
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A shot of “After Migration: Calabria” (2020), directed by Walé Oyéjidé and Jake Saner,
showing Alieu Kebbeh, Favor Joseph and little Wealth styled in lkiré Jones garments. Courtesy of Ikiré Jones
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migrants in Italy as elsewhere in Europe, where they have
relocated in large numbers since the mid-2010s, clothes
are a platform to claim physical and symbolic space, nego-
tiate a new intercultural identity, and achieve recognition
(Pecchioli & Picarelli 2021; Ngonmo in this issue). In After
Migration: Calabria, costume brings to life Alieu and Fa-
vor’s experiences of flight and relocation. Their outfits are
a combination of plain clothes (most likely from their per-
sonal wardrobes) and pieces from Ikiré Jones’ collections.
The match of styles captures a collision of opposed figura-
tions and meanings. Predictably, Alieu and Favor are clad
in functional and plain, muted-colored clothes. This is a
uniform to blend in, which tells a story of perseverance,
social invisibility and disguise in the country of reception.
On the other hand, the Ikiré Jones’ items - a shoulder scarf
and two man jackets - were created to elevate the wearer.
They are glamorously decorated with intricate patterns of
vibrant colors that display detailed montages - or pastich-
es - of altered Renaissance paintings. The ethical message
of the film - to change the perception of migrants for the
better - is inscribed in these designs.

This is figuratively rendered in the empowering depic-
tion that adorns the jacket Alieu wears in the scene where
he enters the abandoned

campaigns share space with «The Art of Ikiré Jones» - a
section that gathers multi-media stories of black lives (film,
photographic series, and visual collages) -; a textile design
archive containing the printed silk tapestries; the project
«Our Future Heritage» featuring visual works exploring
the «trajectories of our unborn children’s lives», and mis-
cellaneous pieces that have appeared in museums and
publications. These works center refugees, artists, and the
members of communities from formerly-colonized coun-
tries, who have experienced physical and symbolic margin-
alization, either in their home countries or abroad, where
their lives are negatively defined by relocation. In the
present, when migration is signified as one of the defining
“crises” of our times, they are considered disruptors. Clad
in sumptuous styles, these figures lay claim to the spaces
that exclude them. The garments facilitate this ownership
and amplify agency, exposing a spatial politics of dress that
for migrants is inscribed in the material and performative
features of their sartorial choices. Carrying a black icon on
his body, Alieu participates in the re-writing of a history of
racial supremacy that literally depended on the erasure of
the moving bodies of captured and enslaved populations.
The design on his jacket is a tool of empowerment that
points to what visual schol-
ar Nicole Fleetwood calls

building at the beginning
of the film. On the back of
the luxurious garment is
a design of a sacred scene
that re-imagines the trope

The Renaissance is re-presented,
envisioning black migrants as the messengers
of rinascimento, a rebirth.

the mix of «veneration and
denigration» that shapes
the production and recep-
tion of black iconicity in

of the coronation of the
Virgin, casting a black war-
rior as Mary. Angels crown the fierce-looking woman, who
yields a sword in her right hand, while cradling an infant
in her left arm, standing at the centre of a tryptic with
John the Baptist and John the Evangelist on either side.
This is one of several «culture-bending tapestries» that
adorn Ikiré Jones’ shoulder scarves (Oyéjidé 2017). These
show vivid scenes referencing old master paintings, where
black figures have been inserted in the foreground in an
attempt at subverting the formal canon of classical West-
ern art, which placed them at the periphery of society and
representation (Erickson 1993). Oyéjidé - who conceptu-
alized them - describes the pastiche as an act of justice
that uncovers the racist ideology of our visual politics of
representation (2019). The referenced artworks are re-
minders of the tragic history of captivity and human pain
that paved the way for colonialism and white supremacy.
In fact, they were instrumental to laying down its semi-
otic foundations. By equating whiteness with nobility and
the white gaze with authority, they normalized racial hi-
erarchies of subjugation and exploitation that persist in
contemporary representations of black persons, including
migrants. The tapestries displace the visual order of this
iconography, «celebrating the perspectives of unheralded
people of color» (“The Archives”). They move black char-
acters from the margins of history to the center of the
scene, re-presenting it from a vantage that invites us to
probe the relation between race and image.

More examples of this reversal are found in the Ikiré Jones’
website, which re-imagines the fashion spread into an art
gallery of sorts (Ikiré Jones). Here, the look books of eight

contemporary Western cul-
ture (2015: unpaginated).
In this context, After Migration: Calabria deploys material
elements and meanings to make us «pause and reconsider»
(ibid.) the overlappings of physical and symbolic journeys
and what this entails for identity.

Although After Migration: Calabria is listed as a documen-
tary, it is better defined as an auteur fashion film that
plays on the edge of different genres of visual storytelling
to reflect on the entanglements of form, movement, and
ethics for displaced persons in the Northern hemisphere.
There is a striking correspondence between the art scenes
reproduced on the clothes and the scenery in which Alieu
and Favor move. The palette of golden yellow, orange and
red of the fashion items matches the auratic light that illu-
minates the spectacle, while the photography of framed
landscapes, chiaroscuros, physical poses of the charac-
ters and the visual mise-en-scéne create real-life renditions
of the paintings that inspired Oyéjidé. The Renaissance
is re-presented, envisioning black migrants as the mes-
sengers of rinascimento, a rebirth. Styled in Ikiré Jones’
art-inspired pieces, Alieu and Favor take center stage as
descendants of the peoples whose subjugation fueled Eu-
rope’s cultural awakening in the 15" century. Their indi-
vidual stories are placed in the larger context of the story
of Western supremacy, but their outfits re-write its legacy,
planting instead seeds of social justice and equality.

Migration is Beautiful: Destroy all Borders

Nyambo MasaMara creates commercial and artistic pro-
ductions, sculpture, moving and still images that reflect
on migrant life in the host country. The film Migration is

L1
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all Borders incorporate
these themes via symbol-
ic references and material
procedures. The collection
reworks elements of a mi-
grant’s wardrobe - bucket

Beautiful: Destroy all Borders, introducing the Fall/Winter
2020 line of his brand MasaMara, facilitates this conver-
sation through fashion (“Fashion Film”, undated). Open-
ing with a quotation from the African American writer
Maya Angelou that says «We are more alike, than we are
unalike», the collection is a meditation on flight and hos-
pitality, inspired by Nyambo’s experience. When he was
a baby, the designer fled the war in his home country of
Rwanda, growing up as a refugee in multiple countries,
before settling in South Africa, where he is currently
based. His film merges moving and still promotional im-
ages, some of them shot on what appears like the roof of a
building in an unspecified urban location and at different
hours of the day. Others are close-ups of the garments,
taken against the typical texture backgrounds used in
fashion photography. The designer’s voice explains the
theme of the collection and its ethical message: «I want-
ed to show that migration is not a problem, but a pro-
cess [...] and use the platform I was given to move away
from negative narratives that frequently goes [sic] with
foreigners and refugees». The film juxtaposes scenes of
togetherness to others of isolation referencing his experi-
ence in South Africa, where an «us versus them» mental-
ity has emerged, he claims in the film, which construes
displaced persons as enemies.

The garments shown in Migration is Beautiful: Destroy

hats, windbreaker jackets, humidity scarfs, and puffers
cut in the shape of life vests - into the activewear for
which MasaMara has been known since launching in
2016. The connected themes of transit, belonging, and
home are instead the inspiration of the Spring/Summer
2020 collection, called «Third Culture Kid, Son of the
Soil». When it showed at South Africa Menswear Week in
July of that year, the models carried backpacks and rolled
sleeping bags on their backs and walked holding children
by the hand. Their garments were created by stitching
together different types of fabrics, all of them display-
ing the geometric and symbolic motifs found in many
African dress cultures. This focus on African aesthetics
that is MasaMara’s sartorial signature, reflects Nyambo’s
aim of keeping alive dress’ long-standing function as a
medium of social commentary on the continent (Allman
2004), refocusing it on social harmony. This is especially
relevant at the present moment, when xenophobia and
racial discrimination are on the rise in South Africa (Hu-
man Rights Watch 2020). A product of global mobility
and multicultural societies, third culture kids «spend a
significant portion of their developmental years in a cul-
ture outside their parents’ passport culture(s)», develop-
ing identities that disavow the ethno-racial essentialism

of such phenomena (Pollock, Van Reken 2010). These

*
Through visual means, African fashion creatives
capture expressions of individual and collective
identity founded in specific experiences of spatiality.

*

Promotional shot of MasaMara’s Fall/Winter 2020. Courtesy: Nyambo MasaMara

culturally-complex expressions of a sense of self reflect

the processual nature of
individual and collective
assertion that Nyambo
mentions in the film. They
are in fact the symbol of a
more widespread post-mi-

o . . e L alhs

Promotional shot of MasaMara’s Fall/Winter 2020 collection “Migration is Beautiful: Destroy all Borders”. Photo: @we are creative
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grant condition (Schramm et al. 2009), where migration
is constitutive of our social configurations, an ingredient
of the social texture and not an experience made by sin-
gle individuals (Loscialpo 2019).

Like Ikiré Jones, MasaMara too references migration in
the formal features of the designs. The mix-and-match
of multiple textiles creates an effect of optical anima-
tion that is further enhanced by layerings and geometric
silhouettes. This is a staple of Nyambo’s style that hints
at the overlapping of past and present shaping the mi-
grants’ lives in countries of reception and at the hopes
for the future that set them in motion. While Oyéjidé de-
ploys design to offset negative figurations of migrants,
Nyambo focuses his attention on how dress can facili-
tate peaceful social coexistence in migration-sensitive
contexts like South Africa. The pan-Africanist ethics in-
spiring the designs and presentational displays of «Third
Culture Kid, Son of the Soil and Migration is Beautiful:
Destroy all Borders» universalize his personal experi-
ence, tracing mobility to the DNA of all Africans. The art
series Beyond Borders included in the group exhibition
Art of Everyday Things that was on view at Jaffer Mod-
ern Gallery of Cape Town in the spring of 2021, further
expands on the theme of itineracy.! Some of the visual
works of the series, which comprises sculptures too, hon-
or the African «traveling spirit», envisioning it as an as-
tronaut traversing a barren space with the help of a stick
(masamara.art 2021). In

digital strategies of recycling and sampling» (2019: 33).
By setting these processes in motion, fashion operates as
a privileged site of analysis of our contemporary post-mi-
grant condition.

Discussion
After Migration: Calabria aestheticizes experiences of
transit and resettlement, weaving a form of representa-
tion that celebrates the perseverance and dignity of
black migrants. As a hybrid of documentary and fashion
film, it incites a reflection on the act of consumption, of
both material goods and meanings, which are positioned
within a global framework of mobility. In dialogue with
Oyéjidé’s oeuvre, the film unveils the inequalities that
regulate this circulation, mobilizing design as a critical
lens to look into these issues and promote social justice.
Nyambo MasaMara also unpacks the relationship of fash-
ion with migration, focusing particularly on the meaning
of home and how dress calls attention to social and spa-
tial production in host countries.
These works reflect a widespread approach to visual
production by contemporary African fashion creatives,
where still and moving images capture expressions of
individual and collective identity (Rovine 2016) founded
in specific experiences of spatiality. The camera - a quin-
tessential instrument of colonial oppression - captures
performances of style that enact the social relations,
knowledge and habits

multiple posts appeared
on the masamara.art’s In-
stagram profile, the figure
is captured in various stag-
es of his journey. His uni-

*

The fashion industry is enmeshed in the system
that regulates human mobility and, in fact,
human survival.

that produce space in the
Afropolis and the dias-
pora. Urban geographies
feature prominently in
several promotional works

form consists of a helmet,
a patchworked jacket and
trousers with boots on his feet and he carries luggage:
suitcases and a backpack. In some pictures, he is seen
moving on feet and with effort across the empty yellow
expanse, in others he is riding a motorbike, apparently
in control of his destiny. The story told by these images
is about legacy, keeping alive the gift of ubuntu - the Zulu
principle by which social harmony is the greatest good -
«made by the ancestors to the future generations» (ibid.).
This view echoes Achille Mbembe’s theorizations on
African identity as founded in a history of «perpetual
movement» and of cultural «blending» that colonialism
attempted to terminate (2020: 58). Nyambo calls on this
notion to explore the relationship between space and
dress and fashion’s role in placing migration at the heart
of the conversation on an inclusive social politics. Here
it is worth referring to Burcu Dogramaci, who, writing
about fashion made by refugees, states that it «offers a
space for reflection on the escape and the escapee be-
yond the material production methods and the making
of clothing» (2019). Like Oyéjidé, Nyambo blends genres,
languages, and media of artistic and sartorial expression,
making space for the voices and experiences of displaced
persons through the porous medium of fashion design.
For Dogramaci, migration-as-art finds its voice precisely
in such processes of recombination and in the «interme-
dial forms of expression that expand genres as well as

58 Africa e Mediterraneo 95 = Dicembre 2021
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of African fashion, like the
photography of the fash-
ion collectives I See a Different You (from South Africa)
and twomanysiblings (from Kenya), and the fashion films
An Alien in Town (2018), filmed in Lagos and Ogun State
by Nigerian photographer/stylist/creative director Dan-
iel Obasi, and The Other Dakar (2019) by the Senegalese
fashion designer and artist Selly Raby Kane. In these and
several other commercial productions from countries as
diverse as Ethiopia, Kenya, Namibia, and Ghana, styling
and performance broadcast ownership of sprawling met-
ropolitan and natural expanses. Asserting social, ethnic
and national identity through fashion, these works craft
a place-specific visual brand of “made in Africa” where
garments, models, production teams, and sites mutually
identify with each other. These reflect not only how ur-
ban sites are inhabited, but the ways the creative com-
munity theorizes this inhabiting and the meaning of
acknowledging geographical positioning for social and
cultural empowerment.

These representations also express criticism of the spa-
tial politics of the global fashion system. The ways that
designers, stylists, and photographers deploy presenta-
tion and style to visually define African exceptionalism,
signal unstable, always in-the-making negotiations of
influence, authority, and development that reflect asym-
metries of power. The sites featured in the visuals were
theaters of segregation and colonial exploitation - as is

Promotional shot of MasaMara’s Fall/Winter 2020 collection “Migration is Beautiful:

Destroy all Borders”. Photo: Jacques Weyers
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the case of Soweto, the township where I See a Differ-
ent You shot all of their early works - and are today the
frontier of global neocapitalist expansion. Contempo-
rary made-in-Africa fashion is a product of this history,
where mobility and displacement affect many aspects of
the production and consumption chain, starting with the
raw materials used - which are often imported following
colonial trade routes - to the preferential commercial
agreements between former colonies and former coloni-
al powers that undermine the development of intra-con-
tinental exchanges. This system perpetuates a paradox
of mobility by which value-making entities (capital,
goods, images, ideas, and discourses) circulate freely
and compulsory, while African talents are subjected to
forms of regulated spatiality and preferential mobility
that significantly constrain their professional outreach
(Ricketts 2021). Nyambo, for example, remarks that his
collections have traveled more than he has, since his sta-
tus of refugee does not allow him to leave South Africa.
This has very real consequences for African creatives
who mostly operate in locations that have developing in-
frastructure and services and limited international out-
reach. The geographical hierarchy of center/periphery
thus produced extracts value from their work (which are
regularly touted by industrial platforms as innovative
and culturally-relevant), while effectively concentrating
control elsewhere (Adamson, Riello, Teasley 2011).

More than ever, in the era of massive migration, spatial
politics define the destiny of individuals and entire cre-
ative communities. The fashion industry is enmeshed in
the system that regulates human mobility and, in fact,
human survival. Sandra Niessen’s work on the «sacrifice
zones of fashion» maps the overlapping of economic, so-
cial and materials geographies in South East Asia, showing
the connections between economic growth and socio-cul-
tural decline (2020). Although Oyéjidé and Nyambo do
not directly address these issues, their work urges us to
rethink the relationship between the symbolic and materi-
al dimensions of fashion and this industry’s role in setting
in place a framework to address migration/mobility/itiner-
acy as founding conditions of our collective lives. In par-
ticular, their representations of migration through fashion
call attention to the visual politics of space-making in the
peripheries of the world, where creating images can be a
strategy of symbolic and material survival. The notion of
visual sustainability aids our analysis. Urban theorist Pi-
eter De Kock describes it as «the process by which peo-
ple are sustained and enriched in daily life through the
visual relationship they hold dear to their surroundings»
(2019: unpaginated). He contends that the embeddedness
we experience with our environment, which determines
the quality of our life, is mediated by optical consump-
tion: what we see and, most importantly, how we see it.
In turn, optical consumption guides our social behaviour,
linking expressive meaning to sociality. When this visual
exercise is not nurtured, we go through the psycholog-
ical and health effects that compromise social integrity
and resilience, triggering the kind of chain-like systemic
effects that have made the Anthropocene a major threat
to planetary life. Sustainability is in this framework cul-
tivated through «voluntary attentiveness», a concept de
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Kock borrows from Barbara Stafford to refer to mindful
observation, a «long conscious [way of] looking» (ibid.)
that creates the conditions of continuous improvement
that enhance social wealth.

Combining design, social activism, and visual produc-
tion, the Afro-centric brands of migrant fashion analyzed
in this paper pose urgent questions on the relationship
between space, identity, and power.
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ABSTRACT | ENG

This article examines the themes of migration and mar-
ginalization in the visual work of Walé Oyéjidé, founder of
Ikiré Jones, and Nyambo MasaMara, founder of MasaMa-
ra. Via moving and still images, both artists make a critical
statement that links imagined and real-life stories of mi-

gration with other issues informing the global and African
fashion industry, where forms of regulated spatiality and
human mobility maintain a central/peripheral hierarchy.

Keywords: African fashion, migration, fashion film, visual
sustainability, refugees

(¢c)
“

Moda della migrazione,
la migrazione della moda
nelle opere di due
designer/artisti africani

§ articolo presenta i progetti creativi intrapresi
dagli stilisti/artisti visivi Walé Oyéjidé e Nyam-
bo MasaMara che parlano di migrazione e alie-

nazione sociale attraverso arte e moda. Tali progetti,
che includono opere fotografiche, design tessili, fa-
shion film e sfilate di moda, sono ispirati alle vicende
personali degli artisti, entrambi cresciuti lontano dal
paese di nascita, in ambienti inospitali e discrimina-
tori. Oyéjidé e Nyambo offrono due interpretazioni
complementari della migrazione.

Di Walé Oyéjidé si prende in esame After Migration:
Calabria, un ibrido di documentario e fashion film in-
centrato sulla vera storia di due migranti africani nella
citta di Sant'llario dello lonio, uno scenario sospeso
in cui si mescolano passato e futuro, memoria e spe-
ranza. Abbigliati con alcuni dei capi sontuosi creati
da Oyéjidé e ispirati all'arte rinascimentale, i prota-
gonisti si fanno portavoce di una riflessione critica
sulla rappresentazione dei migranti che trova le sue
radici proprio nel canone visuale cinquecentesco.

Di Nyambo MasaMara si discutono il film promozio-
nale Migration is Beautiful: Destroy all Borders e la
serie di fotografie e sculture Beyond Borders che in-
terpretano in chiave creativa la sua esperienza di rifu-
giato ruandese in Sudafrica. In questi lavori 'idea di
spostamento fisico si sovrappone e si fonde a quella
di spiazzamento del significato, veicolate da un uso
etico-politico del supporto-moda. Quest'ultimo for-
nisce il filtro per svelare i pregiudizi razziali ad oggi
ancora insiti nel linguaggio visuale contemporaneo
(nell'opera di Oyéjidé) e la matrice “nomadica” dell'i-
dentita africana (nell’opera di Nyambo) in cui benes-
sere individuale e collettivo sono inscindibili.

Mettere in gioco I'abito per analizzare il rapporto tra
spazio e identita consente agli artisti di spaziare da
un'analisi delle caratteristiche puntali dell'alienazio-
ne dei migranti in specifici contesti internazionali a
una piu ampia disamina delle asimmetrie di potere
che governano il sistema moda globale. In questo
senso, essi si allineano al piu ampio movimento di
riappropriazione dei linguaggi artistici che i creativi
africani della moda mettono in gioco ormai da molti
anni, producendo rappresentazioni del made-in-A-
frica che puntano il dito sulle criticita della globaliz-
zazione, ridefinendo anche la nozione di “sostenibi-
lita” in chiave visiva.
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