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Kiko Romeo Collection in collaboration with Eltayeb Dawelbait. Photo © Kiko Romeo

For at least two decades, an explosion of creativ-
ity has characterised Kenya’s contemporary art 
scene, which is also reflected in the sphere of 
clothing, accessories, hairstyles and make-up. 
Tailoring, a mix of second-hand clothes and a 

nascent fashion industry animate the country, spanning 
small villages and especially the shops and modern malls of 
Nairobi. Fashion is everywhere and Kenyans seem to enjoy 
and overindulge in it. Many of them love to adorn their bod-
ies: both in moments related to sacred and secular ceremo-
nies, as well as in everyday routines. Clothing and its acces-
sories do not simply cover the body; they convey fragments 
of identity and memory, also channeling information on 
economy and politics. 
The freedom of combinations, the continuous disavowing 
of academic and Eurocentric style rules, the improvised 
use of materials and a conscious and unconscious irrever-
ence leave the observer with no ready interpretative tools. 
The ensuing feeling of disorientation is akin to one of Goff-
mann’s metaphors, describing the foreigner as someone 
who, thinking of life and the world as a play, «joins the com-
pany of actors, but does not know the script, is unaware of 
the style and manner of acting and the tastes of the audi-
ence for whom he will be performing» (1969).
In addition to this spontaneous and sometimes, for 
non-Kenyans, destabilising melting pot, which is a meta-
phor for traditions, colonial legacies and fluid cultural in-
tersections, the country is 
also home to designers who 
have been able to create 
structured, innovative and 
inspired creative fashion 
that participate in the inter-
national debate around the 
fashion industry. Among 
others, we could mention 

Fragments of Fashion: 
Contemporary Contaminations, 

a Look to the Future  
and Stories from the Past

Kenya continues to retain its creativity and innovation. This is despite the interference with Kenyan  
art by the artistic parameters of the Western world or other regions of Africa on the one hand,  

and the stereotypes and expectations of the global market on its creative productions on the other.

by Beatrice Polato

Katush by Katungulu Mwendwa, Deepa Dosaja, SUAVE, 
HAMAJI, Kiko Romeo, and The Nest Collective, which are 
known for their professionalism, sustainable and ethical 
approach and national and international success.
The debate on fashion is intertwined with wider discus-
sions about contemporary art, globalization, identity, and 
environmental protection. Nairobi, in particular, is known 
as «the hub of East Africa […] the city of over three million 
inhabitants [that] has given space to modernity, progress 
and investment, where new economies are opening up in 
the most unexpected milieus» (Schrobsdorff W. 2016: 21). 

But Nairobi is also a place of contradictions, where artists 
are redefining the notion of modernity, influenced by an in-
ternational style that is in constant dialogue with tradition.
This article provides a glimpse of Kenya’s creative scene. 
It focuses mainly on Nairobi, in order to read, through the 
challenges of different creative artists, a society undergoing 
a strong economic and cultural development, at least un-
til the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. It also intends to 
incite a conversation on the body, a less stereotypical body 
image, and an increasingly aware and proud self.
The importance of accessories, hairstyles and make-up, 
emerges clearly in Kenyan visual art, cinema and fashion. 
Hairstyling seems to be the first passion and obsession 
for many women. An example is Rafiki (2018), the beau-
tiful film directed by Wanuri Kahiu and inspired by the 
book Jambula tree and other stories (2009) by Monica Arac 

de Nyenko, where one 
of the characters wears 
cotton-candy dreadlocks 
down to her waist. This is 
a cinematic reference to 
afrobubblegum, a move-
ment of artists who adopt 
cheerful, impulsive and 
frivolous styles to counter 

Nairobi is also a place of contradictions,  
where artists are redefining the notion  

of modernity, influenced by an international style 
that is in constant dialogue with tradition.
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the visual stereotype of Africa as a place of endemic pov-
erty and incurable suffering.
The hairstyles themselves always carry a wide range of mes-
sages: representing social status, an emotional condition, a 
feeling of belonging, or criticism. They are also political tools 
promoting acceptance of one’s hair and body in the face of 
Western ideals that are very different from African ones. 
The seriousness and, at the same time, playful freedom 
with which, especially women, choose hair extensions and 
wigs, and the beauty of wearing one’s natural hair short 
are a manifesto, sometimes a difficult one, but also the ex-
pression of a proud personal style. For the new generations, 
these style elements are a symbol of individual identity, 
diversity, and heritage. Skin colour and what it represents 
are a subject of reflection for artists, as see in Yellow fever1 
(2012), Ng’endo Mukii’s beautiful animated short film. 
This film explores a globalised notion of beauty. The direc-
tor talks about her life and that of her community, who have 
experienced the effects of the colonial gaze. She explores 
the women’s desire to have lighter skin, the use of bleach-
ing products, the practice of ironing, straightening, and 
even burning one’s hair. All this is rendered poetically and 
thoughtfully, along with the suffering and hope of overcom-
ing the suffering itself. Mukii’s goal is not only to encourage 
acceptance of one’s appearance, but to raise awareness of 
other criteria through which observe reality. 
She declares: 

I was researching on the way “indigenous” people 
have been presented in the media over the years. I 
began to address modern media and the way it might 
influence our self-image in Kenya. This is when I re-
alised that there seems to be a bias towards women 
of particular skin tones and hairstyles within Kenyan 
media, which as a result, was causing women to strive 
for very specific ideals of beauty (Ng’endo, undated).2

In her drawings, the figurative artist Nadia Wamunyu shows 
half-naked bodies with their hair dyed blue, isolated and 
owning their space. These figures invite the observer to 
pause and reflect on the beauty of black female bodies that 
are proud but victims of models that can constrain women.
In the work of these and many other creatives, artistic ex-
pression is always intertwined with human emotions, func-
tioning as a magnifying glass on the old and new behaviours 
and thoughts that define a society. Especially when dress-
ing in particular clothes, a person uses it to represent her/
his identity. At the same time, fashion becomes a symbolic 
medium of cultural evolution and the type of society that 
generates it: a communication tool that allows us to receive 
and, at the same time, give strategic information about the 
individual and her/his background. Dressing is a means of 
communication and rarely a pure aesthetic choice.

“Tribal style” and Made in Africa:  
Generalisations, Stereotypes and Possible Ways Out
In view of these considerations, how is contemporary 
made-in-Kenya, or more generally, made-in-Africa, per-
ceived in the Western world today? Is it still only the Afri-
can, tribal style, now rehashed with a Western touch that 
appeals to global taste? 

African fabrics, accessories and artifacts have often inspired 
world-famous designers. But most of the time, just like in the 
work of Picasso, Braque and other artists of the European 
avant-garde, this inspiration has only translated in aesthetic 
appropriations, devoid of any historical/anthropological in-
formation on the objects.
Made-in-Africa fashion goes further and beyond, often in 
stark opposition to global stereotypes. It has its own specif-
ic aesthetic connotation: it is a language unto itself, a skill-
ful mix of stylistic originality, enhancement of cultural tra-
ditions, with a keen eye on globalised contemporaneity, as 
mentioned earlier. 
The acceptance of a coevalness3 (Fabian 1983) becomes an 
uncomfortable concept for all those who imagine Kenya as 
the land of safaris populated by persons in military green 
canvas and leather hats and Masai jumping around wrapped 
in tartan blankets.4 This is a postcard from the country that 
does not invoke any authenticity, rather reproducing biased 
traditions that perhaps survive to this day, in some areas, at 
the same time of the Masai who wear jeans, rarely jumps and 
does not kill lions.
Without going into the issue of cultural appropriation – which 
is the subject of controversy because of the commodification 
it produces – and cultural exchange – which is instead widely 
praised as an expression of mutual integration between dif-
ferent cultures – it is clear that Africa and its imagery contin-
ue to exert a great deal of fascination on the rest of the world. 
But, apart from its representation, there is no real presence 
of the made-in-Kenya fashion industry on the international 
scene. Art thus seems to be merely a new medium through 
which the West (understood as a demiurge) gives legitimacy 
to objects produced elsewhere, by bestowing on them the 
status of art (Ciminelli 2016).
Kenyan fashion designer Connie Alouch, who has had her 
own agency, Connie Aluoch Styling Management, since 
2010, notes that the fashion industry is slowly growing, and 
is gradually becoming known and respected. She adds that if 
supported by the government and institutions, it could help 
the country’s economy. Furthermore, «Kenyans are starting 
to embrace ‘buy Kenya, build Kenya’ so it is about creating 
awareness and supporting local designers.» (The Designers 
Studio, 2015). 

How much effort does it take for the fashion industry of a for-
mer colonised country to enter into a global system run by 
former colonial powers, which hold the power both in eco-
nomic terms and in terms of aesthetic categories? When one 
tries to talk about African countries in a critical way, it seems 
that the question of stereotypes and prejudices is so intricate 
that it is itself a masterpiece of creativity, a game of mirrors 
from which one comes out exhausted and wounded, what-
ever the actors involved. Art has always channeled social 
and economic reflections, managing to penetrate far beyond 
what is the obvious result of its efforts.
Relying on Arjun Appadurai’s work, we could say that fash-
ion is creating critical frameworks to analyse the dynamics 
of exclusion/inclusion of the artistic production of Europe’s 
“Others” and of its “Others” themselves as “representations” 
within the Artscape (Appadurai 1996). It constitutes itself as 
a lens to re-examine the dichotomies which characterise the 
Us/Others relation in the dominant Western historical-artistic 
paradigm. This seems to be a necessary step to fully under-

Kiko Romeo Collection in collaboration with Eltayeb Dawelbait. Photo © Kiko Romeo

stand and appreciate the existence of contemporary aesthetic 
visions: contemporary indigenous aesthetics, equally rich in 
term of values and significance and not related to what we 
usually (and solely) define as art objects (Ciminelli 2016).
In a live talk, the fashion designer Sunny Dolat, co-founder 
of The Nest Collective – a multidisciplinary Kenyan collective 
that works with film, fashion, visual art and music – refers 
to his country’s colonial history as a legacy, which can also 
be found in fashion (Kwandala and Dolat, undated). He men-
tions that it is hard to pinpoint what is Kenyan and find one’s 
expressive autonomy. Subverting rules, questioning the sys-
tem is the philosophy that animates the collective, embracing 
several disciplines, all aimed at achieving the same goal, in a 
fluid and functional way for the different ongoing projects.
Some designers collaborate with artists. These include the 
well-known visual artist El Eltayeb Daw el Bait Mohamed, 
who has been working for years with fashion designer Kiko 
Romeo, painting the fabrics of some of his creations. Another 
example is the equally well-known artist Michael Soi, who, 
in addition to making large canvases, creates hand-painted 

bags featuring the same style and subjects of his paintings. 
Soi creates for the people who wear them the feeling of walk-
ing with a character from his wall portraits.
The capacity of adopting multiple mediums, on the other 
hand, is reminiscent of the labeling practiced to categorise 
the reality we observe, based on already-known categories. 
Kenyan artists do not like to be labelled, as can be seen in 
their work and in their ability to use different languages and 
artistic mediums. They also have a firm eye on their creation 
and a desire to dialogue internationally as artists tout court. 
In The Nest Collective’s second book, Not African enough: a 
Fashion Book (Dolat 2017), the desire to change the perspec-
tive on aesthetics promoted in Kenya is presented explicitly. 
Kenyan designers are human beings not tokens, exotic ob-
jects or fetishes.
Not African enough is an expression which is frequently used 
by tourists and foreigners who, visiting or living in Kenya and 
discovering a country far removed from the narrative of the 
book Out of Africa, once again complain about the loss of au-
thenticity. It seems almost a mocking game of the making of 
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history: after having been stripped of their traditions, now a 
relevant part of the internationally recognised taste asks for 
a rural and colourful Africa that in fact only very partially ex-
ists, even in the more rural contexts. Touristic Art, as well as 
safari packages, flatters this desire for a vintage atmosphere. 
It is a brand that sells, exploited by both local Kenyan and 
international businesses.
The great effort that the African creative industry undoubt-
edly has to make to find a role in the international system is 
helped by the technological revolution: Internet, social me-
dia and online events provide an excellent showcase for pres-
entation. Access to written and visual information encour-
ages exchange and the possibility of self-promotion online, 
to the world. Technology plays a central role in connecting 
the “peripheries” to the “center”. Many creative artists are 
regularly using social media like Instagram to promote their 
work. The characteristics of technology go far beyond geopo-
litical dimensions. Today, exclusion is determined more by 
poor network reception than by geographical boundaries.
In his book Pensare l’infosfera (2020), the philosopher Luciano 
Floridi suggests a new and profound understanding of man-
kind, conceived as an entity/being who is always connected 
and made of information, who lives in a vital and social eco-
system that has overcome the opposition between the real 
(o#ine) and the virtual (on-
line). He coined the expres-
sion “on-life” for this new 
dimension, a place where ge-
ographical barriers interfere 
much less than in the past.
There are also African de-
signers who, while realising 
the enormous potential that 
the internet opens up for 
them, are concerned that 
the use creatives are making of it is almost exclusively for ad-
vertising. It does not open up the critical approach that the 
creative industry and narrative about Africa need. While, on 
the one hand, people are living more and more virtually; on 
the other hand, there is greater attention to physical realities, 
including the local environment.

Ethical Fashion: Care for the Eenvironment 
and Respect for Workers’ Rights
Some of the fashion creatives we are presenting in this chap-
ter feel a great sense of responsibility. For them the fashion 
system can play a role in the efforts of improving the envi-
ronmental conditions in which it operates, using ethical pro-
cesses, recycling of materials and collections that are not tied 
to seasonal fashion trends but are capable of lasting.
Kiko Romeo in her website informs us that: 

We use natural materials and fibers including rainfed 
cotton and silk from Kenya. We choose to work with 
natural fibers, which are locally available and biode-
gradable. Within this are wool and leather, both are 
by-products of the meat and fish industries, which 
are big in Kenya. Many of our textiles are handloom 
woven and some are hand spun or handknitted. All 
of these processes use no water except for the dyeing 
process and little to no electricity. Aside from this, 

we also use the fabrics classed as excess production, 
which are available in Kenya. To accessorise our gar-
ments, we use handcrafted coconut buttons or la-
ser-cut logo buttons in horn. The horn ones are made 
in Ethiopia using the latest technology at a zero-waste 
horn processing factory. Horn, like wool and the 
leather we use, is a by-product of the meat industry 
(Kiko Romeo, “About us”, undated). 

The same production choices can be found in other Ken-
yan brands that attribute a leading role to ethics. The stylist 
Katungulu Mwendwa also pays attention to sustainability: 
«I try to be as sustainable as possible, for example by making 
timeless collections that go beyond the concept of the (fash-
ion) season. I also try to work by treating people as such» 
(Katush, undated).
Another aspect of recycling is not the production of new 
clothes, but the habit of buying at second-hand markets. 
Clearly, the massive amount of clothes and objects arriving 
on the African continent, especially from the United States, 
Europe and China, is an effect of fast fashion, typically adopt-
ed by the majority of people in the Global North. In Kenya 
second-hand items find a thousand new uses, some of which 
are worthy of mention in the artistic field. 

Stephen Okoth lives in Kib-
era, a vast slum in Nairobi. 
He is a filmmaker, pho-
tographer, self-styled street 
model and local celebrity. 
He believes that using vin-
tage-fashion in his photogra-
phy can help to improve the 
degraded image of Kibera. 
He creates his own original 
combinations by browsing 

the stalls of local second-hand Gikomba and Toi markets. «I 
believe in being unique [...] I always wanted to be different 
and to stand out. If the colors of my outfits make heads turn, 
I know I have made the right choice». (Otieno, undated)
Okoth’s style is that of a modern-day dandy, a tradition that 
in Africa has been elevated by the Congolese sapeurs. The lat-
ter buy, almost always on installments, luxury clothes from 
famous European and American luxury brands. In Okoth’s 
case, the fashion is predominantly low-cost. He labels his ec-
centric style “picha marangi”, meaning colourful picture.

Conclusions: Looking into the Future
The writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie has spoken about 
«the danger of the single story»5 (2013): if there is only one 
narrative about a person, a place, an object, the risk is to 
spread a false idea.
African countries can be considered an example of how the 
single story effect shapes perceptions. Art from Africa has 
been defined through the same approach. Actually, creativ-
ity is multifaceted, an electric mix of traditions, culture, colo-
nial legacy, migration from villages to cities. All of this cannot 
be represented through a single aesthetic approach. Kenya 
shows a strong desire to emancipate itself from uncomfort-
able labels, and both old and contemporary narratives. A 
number of artists aim at changing ideas, countering stere-
otypes, and promoting positive change in society through 

The great effort that the African creative industry 
undoubtedly has to make to find a role in the 

international system is helped by the 
technological revolution: Internet, social media 

and online events provide an excellent showcase 
for presentation.

Nadia Wanjiru Wamunyu, Venus. Mixed media on watercolor paper. Photo courtesy of Nadia Wanjiru Wamunyu 
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fashion, design, music and figurative art. One of the key 
challenges and priorities is «helping designers and makers to 
realize their potential for commercial success and providing 
much-needed platforms for exposure» (Matsinde 2015: 12).
In order to grow, the creative industry needs investment, 
both public and private, and schools capable of transmitting 
knowledge useful for the different professions in these sec-
tors; not only the fundamentals of fashion or design, but also 
the importance that these sectors can have in promoting the 
development of the country.
It is also important to reach a target audience that can under-
stand the ideas that are presented. Kenya has a rapidly grow-
ing middle class but, even today, art creations in the broadest 
sense seem not to elicit response by the local market, which 
sometimes seems to ignore what is produced locally.
This is because made-in-Kenya brands seem to speak more 
to an international audience, strongly present in Nairobi, 
for the perception of the quality, cost and the desirability of 
foreign brands. However, apart from the effect of “coolness” 
attached to foreign products, which undoubtedly plays a 
strong role, the greater exposure of Kenyans to design, art 
and fashion means that requests for local products can only 
increase over time.
For this reason, we hope for an increasing attention to-
wards the made-in-Kenya, a rich and curious country that 
is capable of collecting migrant fragments of the past and 
combining them in the most modern and surprisingly dy-
namic and bold forms.
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Frammenti di moda: 
contaminazioni 
contemporanee, uno sguardo 
al futuro e storie del passato

Negli ultimi due decenni un’esplosione di creatività 
ha caratterizzato la scena artistica contempora-
nea del Kenya, compresa la moda. La sartoria, il 

recupero degli abiti usati e una nascente industria del-
la moda animano il paese, dai piccoli villaggi, ai nego-
zi, ai moderni centri commerciali di Nairobi. Presente 
ovunque, la moda rappresenta chiaramente un mezzo 
di comunicazione, perché l’abbigliamento non si limita a 
vestire, ma trasmette frammenti di identità, memoria, in-
formazioni sullo stato dell’economia e della politica. 
La libertà degli accostamenti, il continuo calpestare le 
regole dello stile accademico ed eurocentrico, l’uso im-
provvisato dei materiali, l’irriverenza, sia consapevole sia 
inconscia, lasciano l’osservatore privo di strumenti inter-
pretativi. 
Ma, oltre a questo melting pot spontaneo, metafora di una 
contaminazione culturale che affonda le sue radici ben ol-
tre l’abbigliamento, il paese ospita anche stilisti che hanno 
saputo creare percorsi innovativi, e il dibattito sulla moda 
si intreccia con quello più ampio su arte contemporanea, 
globalizzazione, identità e tutela dell’ambiente. 
Questo articolo vuole fornire uno spaccato della scena 
creativa del Kenya, concentrata principalmente a Nairo-
bi, espressione di una società in forte sviluppo economi-
co e cXOtXraOe� Ser SromXoYere Xn dibattito VX Xna fiVicit¢ 
meno stereotipata e su un sé sempre più consapevole 
e orgoglioso. È ancora solo lo stile africano, tribale, rivi-
sitato in chiave occidentale, che seduce il sistema della 
moda? L’esotismo africano di tessuti, accessori e manu-
fatti ha spesso stimolato la creatività di designer di fama 
mondiale, ma il più delle volte, come per Picasso, Bra-
que e altri artisti dell’avanguardia storica, si tratta solo 
di appropriazioni estetiche, suggestioni rielaborate in un 
aOtroYe geografico Ven]a aOcXna inIorma]ione Vtorico�an-
tropologica sugli oggetti. 
Per molti decenni i paesi africani hanno sperimentato 
quello che Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie ha chiamato “il 
pericolo di una sola narrazione”. Allo stesso modo i pro-
dotti artiVtici deOOȈ$Irica Vono Vtati definiti e SerceSiti at-
traverso questo approccio. In realtà, questa creatività è 
multiforme: un eclettismo fatto di tradizioni, cultura, ere-
dità coloniale, migrazioni dai villaggi alle città, e non può 
essere rappresentata attraverso un’unica estetica. 
Il Kenya mostra una forte volontà di emanciparsi da eti-
chette scomode e narrazioni vecchie ma ancora molto 
presenti, vuole davvero cambiare il corso delle idee e pro-
muovere un cambiamento positivo nella società, anche at-
traYerVo Oa moda� iO deVign� Oa mXVica e OȈarte figXratiYa. /o 
testimoniano numerosi marchi keniani: con gli strumenti 
spesso scarsi a disposizione, cercano con grande deter-
minazione e talento di entrare in un mercato internaziona-
le, arricchendolo di nuove estetiche e narrazioni.

ABSTRACT ENG

Kenya continues to retain its creativity and innovation. 
This is despite the interference with Kenyan art by the 
artistic parameters of the Western world or other re-
gions of Africa on the one hand, and the stereotypes 
and expectations of the global market on its creative 
productions on the other. These stereotypes and ex-
pectations represent barriers to be broken, spaces to 
be explored and new ideas to be promoted in the cen-
tres and peripheries, not just between the Global North 
and Global South, but also within a single geographical 
Xnit OiNe .en\a. 6ome e[amSOeV oI YiVXaO art� fiOm and 
animation produced in this country are used as mag-
nifying glasses to talk about creative realities such as 
fashion in its various forms.

Keywords: Fashion, creativity, contemporary art, 
Kenya, stereotypes
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1 - Yellow fever is a mixed-media documentary animation by 
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vimeo.com/1%%&7(()().
% - See the Ng’endo Mukii website: https://www.ngendo.com/
3 - Fabian (1+)3) calls this temporal logic “allochronism”: the 
creation of different temporalities in order to deny coevalness. 
( - Checked blankets called Shuka which the Masai started using 
with the arrival of British soldiers.
& - Chimamanda Adichie (%,,+), The Danger of a Single Story, 
TEDGlobal. Available online: https://www.ted.com/talks/chima-
manda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language-it
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