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CROSSING BOUNDARIES 

During the ten years, 1967-1977, Francis Xavier 

Nnaggenda lived outside his native Uganda, he produced a 

series of paintings that represent more than a literal 

crossing of lines. Rather, this series crosses boundaries 

in terms of ideas and traditions, media and styles, 

creating a synthesis of the African and European worlds. 

Upon first glance, many are apt to compare Nnaggenda's 

work to that of Picasso. When asked about this, Nnaggenda 

says, upicasso was influenced by African classical art. But 

I am an African spontaneously continuing with old stylistic 

traditions of my ancestors."l 

In the painting, Delusion [plate 20], the influences 

of both Picasso and traditional African art are apparent. 

The multi-faceted planes and different perspectives are 

reminiscent ~f Cubist paintings, while the structural forms 

within the painting and the ideas presented suggest 

traditional African art and ideology. These dual influences 

are also apparent in the medium used: oil (a traditionally 

European medium) on barkcloth (a traditional Bugandan - the 

region from which Nnaggenda hails - material). This 

interplay of influences is just one example of the 

overlapping references that manifest themselves in 

loaniel Swadener, Paintings by Francis X. Nnaggenda from 1967-
1977 (Nairobi: Goethe Institut May 22-31, 1995) mimeographed pamplet, 
3. 
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Nnaggenda's work. Bugandan traditions, contemporary Ugandan 

history, and traditional African art, as well as extensive 

study in Europe with its inherent exposure to European art, 

all play a role in a series of work that exceeds the 

boundaries of the separate elements by which it is defined. 

This series melds these elements together and provides a 

continuation of traditional African ideas within a largely 

European framework.2 

Like the European artists who were inspired by African 

and Oceanic art at the beginning of the century, western-

trained African artists are going through a similar stage 

of varied experimentation. As a result, their art is often 

criticized for being no more clearly African than, for 

example, some of Picasso's work.3 Nnaggenda studied in 

Europe and the influence of his exposure to European art is 

clearly visible. Several of his paintings reflect such 

modern European schools as cubism and expressionism, while 

others, such as Spirit [plate 14], directly allude to 

modern European masterpieces (in the case of Spirit, Edvard 

Munch's The Cry [plate 21]). Contrary to the criticism that 

European exposure negates the "Africanness" of a work, 

2"A note on nomenclature: the name of the region is Buganda; 
the name of the people is the Baganda; an individual is a Muganda; 
the adjectival form generally used in English is Ganda although this 
unprefixed root is never used in the native language, which is called 
Luganda." R. Kigongo Mugerwa, Kasubi Tombs (Kampala, Uganda: R.M.K. 
Associates, 1991): pamphlet 1. 

3Frank Willet, African Art (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1993), 
254. 
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Nnaggenda's work retains its African characteristics in 

spite of these obvious allusions and influences. Nnaggenda 

places his African traditions within a European framework. 

In doing so, he uses the ideas inherent in both the 

contexts of African art and European art to express the 

continuation of traditional Bugandan ideas in the midst of 

what is becoming an increasingly Westernized society. 

The Inner Self [plate l] provides an excellent example 

of how all these influences converge and work together. The 

painting is done in oil on masonite, a medium clearly 

borrowed from Europe with the surface being an improvised 

substitute for canvas. Before he renders even a single 

line, Nnaggenda brings Europe's influence (the oil paint) 

upon an African substitute for a European surface (the 

masonite). The forms within the painting are clearly 

borrowed from African masks - with bold, stylized features 

- yet, their arrangement is reminiscent of the Cubists, 

demonstrated by the dual views of the face's dimensions. 

The arrangement visually suggests the Cubists, through its 

depiction of different facets of the same face, while its 

movement captures the spirit in which traditional African 

masks are used - as part of an active ritual, full of 

dancing, life and activity. 

This synthesis of the European and African influences 

on his work blurs the distinction where one influence ends 

and another begins. The painting's subject matter also 
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indicates this diffusion. In this abstract portrait, the 

two halves of the face are divided, with the right half 

turning in upon the left half. The left side of the face 

continues to look outward, while the right half crosses the 

central line of the face and looks in upon itself. 

It is common throughout art of virtually every period 

to feature both frontal and profile views within the same 

work to express polar ideas: 

profile and frontal are often coupled in the same work 
as carriers of opposed qualities .••• The matching of 
these qualities and states with the frontal and 
profile varies in different cultures, but common is 
the notion of a polarity expressed through the 
contrasted positions.4 

In The Inner Self, the opposite views as expressed in a 

single body represent the inlook and the outlook of an 

individual. The inlook, symbolized by the eyes without 

irises in Nnaggenda's work, converges onto the outlook, 

4prof ile and frontal are often coupled in the same work as 
carriers of opposed qualities. One of the pair is the vehicle of the 
higher value and the other, by contrast, marks the lesser. The 
opposition is reinforced in turn by differences in size, posture, 
costume, place and physiognomy as attributes of the polarized 
individuals. The duality of the frontal and profile can signify then 
the distinction between good and evil, the . sacred and less sacred or 
profane, the heavenly and the earthly, the ruler and the ruled, the 
noble and the plebian, the active and the passive, the engaged and 
the unengaged, the living and the dead, the real person and the 
image. The matching of these qualities and states with the frontal 
and profile varies in different cultures, but common is the notion of 
a polarity expressed through the contrasted positions. Meyer 
Schapiro, "Frontal and Profile as Symbolic Forms," in Words and 
Pictures: On the Literal and Symbolic in the Illustration of a Text 
(Paris: Mouton, 1973), 47. 
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represented by eyes with irises gazing directly at the 

viewer. 

Although Schapiro writes, "One of the pair is the 

vehicle of the higher value and the other, by contrast, 

marks the lesser,"5 this is, however, not the case with The 

Inner Self, where the polarities indicate different, but 

equal views. The spatial organization does not lend favor 

to either the inlook or the outlook. The larger, right side 

of the face is offset by the bold colors of the left, which 

indicates the shared influence of the inlook and outlook in 

determining the make-up of a human being. In The Inner 

Self, the inlook and outlook reflect upon and work together 

to depict a human's relationship with his or her 

environment. 

Nnaggenda's crossing of boundaries - literally, from 

Uganda to ten years spent in exile; culturally, from the 

Buganda of his youth to extensive study in Europe; and 

artistically, from his primary medium of sculpture to that 

of painting - demonstrates how he can continue to look 

inward, perpetuating the inner traditions of the Baganda, 

while looking outward to the stylistic conventions that 

have influenced contemporary art worldwide. Like The Inner 

Self, Nnaggenda balances the inlook and the outlook, 

5Ibid 47. 



melding them together to create a series of work that 

reflects all these varied influences. 
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I. From Uganda to Kenya and the United States 

Nnaggenda's most literal crossing of boundaries 

occurred in 1967, when he left Uganda to take a teaching 

post at the University of Nairobi in Kenya. The works in 

this collection date from this time until Nnaggenda 

returned to Uganda in 1977. This was a particularly 

volatile period in Ugandan history. In 1967, the prime 

minister of Uganda, Milton Obote, assisted by his army 

general, Idi Amin, forcibly expelled Mutesa, the Bagandan 

king, known as a Kabaka, from his palace. Mutesa 

immediately fled to England, where he died two years later. 

Then, in January 1971, Amin overthrew Obote while he was 

out of the country. Although the Baganda hailed Amin as 

their liberator, it was also known that he was the general 

who led the attack on their palace. As a result, it was 

necessary for him to gain solid Ganda support as they are 

the largest and most politically powerful group in Uganda. 

Amin had Mutesa's body returned to Uganda and buried at the 

Kasubi tomb, where the last three Kabakas were buried. 

Although Amin continued to support the abolition of the 
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traditional kingship, the Baganda still hoped for its 

restoration.6 

Idi Amin's reign of terror lasted until 1979. A former 

official in Amin's intelligence network believed that more 

than 300,000 civilians, 10,000 soldiers, and 3,000 

policemen were killed during his rule. 7 The personal 

accounts of the terrors of his regime are numerous. Karaza-

Karumaya describes it as the following: 

Since Idi Amin grabbed power in a bloody coup d'etat 
in 1971, Ugandans, in particular, and the world in 
general have witnessed a crescendo of appalling 
destruction of life and a crippling blow to the 
country's cultural, economic, historical, educational, 
political, religious, and social heritage. Amin has 
completely suppressed the people's basic rights of 
life, security, liberty, and integrity. Basic 
necessities as food, clothing, shelter and social 
services are the prerogative of Amin and his military 
oligarchy. There is no rule of law. People are 
arbitrarily arrested, detained indefinately [sic] 
without trial and either murdered in cold blood 
publicly or just vanish.a 

6"As a gesture to the Baganda, Amin called for the return of 
Mutesa's body from England and arranged for its burial in the great 
royal tomb at Kasubi, where the last three Kabakas were entombed. 
Amin also cleverly turned the ceremonies surrounding this event into 
a state occaision. In doing so, he not only won over the Baganda, but 
also demonstrated effectively to the rest of the nation that his 
regime was recognized by the many foreign governments (most notably 
Great Britain) whose ambassadors attended the ceremonies for the 
Kabaka. Even though Amin reaffirmed the abolition of the traditional 
kingship, Ganda hopes ran high for the restoration of the kingship~" 
Benjamin c. Ray, Myth, Ritual and Kingship in Buganda (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1991), 5. 

7Amnesty International Newsletter 7, no. 1 (1977): 2. Cited in 
Karaza-Karumaya. "Burning Books with Idi Amin: A Personal 
Reminiscence of Censorship in Uganda." Zambia Library Journal 10, 
no. 2 (June 1978): 47. 

8Karaza-Karumaya. "Burning Books with Idi Amin: A Personal 
Reminiscence of Censorship in Uganda." Zambia Library Journal 10, 
no. 2 (June 1978): 45. 
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During most of this time period, Nnaggenda lived outside 

Uganda. From 1968-1974, he taught at the University of 

Nairobi in Kenya, and from 1975-78, he lived in the United 

States. Although he did not live in Uganda, he was hardly 

immune to the horrors going on in his country. Unless he no 

longer had any contacts remaining in Uganda, he was not 

unaffected by the violence and injustice of the Amin 

regime. Most Ugandans who managed to flee the country, 

leaving behind friends and relatives, kept quiet, fearing 

the revenge Amin would take on their acquaintances in their 

absence.9 Because Nnaggenda lived in Nairobi for part of 

the Amin rule, and occasionally snuck back into the country 

to visit friends and relatives, it can be assumed that he 

was well aware of the situation in Uganda. 

Most of the paintings in this collection lack direct 

social and political comment, which is characteristic of 

Ugandan art during the 1970s. In the catalogue accompanying 

the exhibit Uganda Modern Art, Ssengendo P. Nsibambi cites 

an observation about Ugandan art made during this time 

period: 

Perhaps the most striking omission in the art of East 
Africa is the art of social comment. Where does the 
artist express feelings •••• or protest or social 
comment of any sort? Most tend to present life as they 

9 "the fact that one is outside 'Aminland' does not mean that 
one is necessarily beyond the reach of Amin's long arm of injustice 
unless one has no connections within Uganda. Most Ugandans who have 
managed to flee the country keep mum because of their relatives, 
friends and acquaintances left behind in Uganda, against whom Amin 
will take revenge" Ibid 47. 
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see it, with no inferences drawn .•.. It seems to 
point to a degree of fatalism or perhaps a sense of 
psychological holding back. Emotions are kept in 
check, opinions kept inside. Perhaps anger and protest 
are yet to come.10 

Two of the paintings, however, Protection [plate 2] and 

Prayer [plate 3] directly address the events going on in 

Uganda. Protection depicts a father's attempt to shield his 

family from the aftermath of the destruction of their 

kingdom; and Prayer indicates hope for the restoration of 

the Buganda kingdom under the new rule of Amin. While 

neither of the paintings presents a blatant outpouring of 

protest, they do, in a quiet manner, take on an air of 

protest through their commitment to continuing Nnaggenda's 

ancestors' traditions in spite of the changing and often 

hostile political and social climate. 

The circumstances on how these paintings came to light 

after nearly twenty years testifies to the violence and 

fear under which the Ugandans lived for the next several 

years. Nnaggenda painted most of the paintings in Nairobi. 

He then took them with him as teaching aids to Indiana 

University South Bend in 1975 and then to Texas. Several 

others were executed in the United States. When he returned 

to Kenya, the paintings had not yet arrived; they arrived 

later, after he returned to Uganda.Nnaggenda says: 

lOssengendo P. Nsibambi, "Contemporary Painting in Uganda with 
Special Reference to Three Artists of Meaning." In Uganda Modern Art. 
(Vienna: Vienna Institute for Development and Cooperation, 1992), 4. 
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They were in Kenya for four years before they could be 
removed from the warehouse. I then received a letter 
and went to Kenya. I couldn't do much to retrieve 
them. The only thing I could do was get a friend to 
keep the work while the war was going on. At the end 
of the war, there were a lot of people who crossed 
over into other countries. [If one did this], one 
could be suspected of being connected to the bad guys. 
So that period of my work stayed in that kind of state 
for a long time. Even after the war was over, I didn't 
have the courage to go back to Kenya and get my work. 
Until eventually I had a friend of mine - a former 
student - Daniel Swadener - when he came to Uganda - I 
asked him to rescue the work for me.11 

In 1995, Swadener brought the work to the United States, 

where it was first exhibited at Indiana University South 

Bend and the Colfax Cultural Center in South Bend. 

II. From Buganda to Europe 

While Nnaggenda's journey from Uganda to Kenya and, 

later, to the United States, represents a more literal 

crossing of boundaries, the earlier influences of his 

native Bugandan culture and European education provide a 

cultural crossing of boundaries - from the Africa of his 

youth to the Europe of his young adulthood. This cross-

cultural influence can be seen in all of the paintings, 

most obviously through the media used. He also, however, 

borrows styles and forms from European painters. One 

lloaniel Swadener, Interview with Francis x. Nnaggenda, 9 
September 1995. Videotaped. Madison, Wisconsin. 
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example of this is Woman in the Garden [plate 11], which 

borrows Cubist forms to depict traditional Bugandan ideas 

of birth and motherhood. Before elaborating on the Bugandan 

ideas within the paintings, it is necessary to elaborate on 

Bugandan history and tradition and how they relate to 

Nnaggenda's work. 

The Bugandan kingdom, located along the northwest 

shore of Lake Victoria in Uganda, originated in the 

fourteenth century through the unification of clans under a 

paramount leader called the Kabaka. From the past to the 

present, the Bugandan economy has consisted of small-scale 

peasant farming (primarily bananas), livestock (goats and 

chickens), small-scale cattle herding, fishing and hunting 

in the forest. 

The European influence on Nnaggenda started long 

before he left Uganda to study in Europe and long before 

his birth in 1936. Prior to the nineteenth century, East 

Africa was not a unity, rather it was populated by a large 

number of distinct ethnic groups. Some were very small, 

comprising no more than a hundred people, others were very 

large, such as the Baganda, who numbered over a million.12 

In 1900 after a drawn-out civil war between Christian and 

12Jan Knappert, East Africa: Kenya, Tanzania & Uganda. The 
Afro-Asian Nations: History & Culture, edited by E.N. Pandey and 
David Taylor (New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House PVT, 1987), 5. 
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Muslim factions, Buganda came under British rule as part of 

the protectorate of Uganda.13 

British rule did not destroy the kingdom; rather, 

although it "curtailed some of the powers of the 

Kabakaship, the Kabaka and his chiefs retained control over 

most of their own affairs. Far from suffering a sense of 

inferiority, the Ganda leaders saw themselves as virtually 

equal partners with the British in governing Buganda. u14 

When Uganda gained its independence in 1962, Buganda, along 

with Bunyoro, Toro and Ankole, regained their status as 

traditional kingdoms. 

The kingdom of Buganda begins with its first Kabaka, 

Kintu.15 He is both an historical and a mythological 

figure. In Nnaggenda's work, the mythology that surrounds 

Kintu plays the more relevant role. The story of Kintu, the 

Bagandan creation myth, is an example of lugero (plural, 

ngero), which is an imaginative, fictional genre meant "to 

provide verbal entertainment, teach moral truths, explain 

the origins of things, and often invite thought about the 

significance of human behavior and social values."16 It is 

important to note that the story of Kintu and the Ganda 

kingship are not religious institutions; they are Buganda's 

13Ray, Myth, Ritual and Kingship, 3. 
14rbid 22. 
15For an abbreviated version of the story of Kintu, see 

Appendix. 
16Ray, Myth, Ritual and Kingship in Buganda, 57. 
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most important cultural institution: "its myths, rituals 

and symbols formulated Buganda's world view and expressed 

its ultimate foundations."17 

Several themes and symbols from the Kintu story appear 

throughout Nnaggenda's work. One such symbol is the sky. To 

the Baganda, the sky is the realm of divinity, in Luganda, 

the olubaale, the abode of the gods.18 This is where Ggulu, 

a god-like figure, resides, and from where his daughter, 

Nnambi, who becomes Kintu's wife, originates. In several of 

the paintings that depict a natural setting, the sky plays 

a predominate part in the composition and meaning of the 

painting. Herdsman [plate 5] can be viewed as a direct 

interpretation of the story of Kintu: "Kintu wandered alone 

into the uninhabited country of Buganda accompanied only by 

his cow. "19 In the painting, a herdsman stands in a field 

amidst his flock of cows, with a staff reaching toward the 

sky. Set apart from the darkness of the land by the 

lightness of his body, he bridges the land and the sky, 

17rbid 14. 
18The Baganda live in a universe consisting of three realms: 

sky, earth and underworld. Each of these realms signifies a different 
mode of being. Sky (ggulu) is the realm of divinity, "abode of the 
gods (olubaale)"; earth (ensi) is the realm in which the Baganda 
live, the descendents of Kintu; and underworld (magombe), realm of 
the dead, where the spirits reside. Ibid 73-74. 

19sir Apolo Kaggwa, Engero za Baganda (Folktales of the 
Baganda). Partially translated by F. Rowling under the title The 
Tales of Sir Apolo (London: Religious Tract Society, n.d.) in 
Benjamin c. Ray, Myth, Ritual and Kingship in Buganda (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1991), 55-56. 
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creating a connection between the realm of the Baganda and 

the realm of divinity. 

The color of the sky also takes on a symbolic meaning, 

often indicating a sense of the spiritual. Throughout the 

paintings, the color blue contrasts against more vibrant 

hues to create a sense of calmness. Although it is 

important not to ascribe an absolute and definite meaning 

to any one color, the use of blue to provide calmness and 

other-worldliness runs consistently throughout the 

paintings, whether he is depicting the holiness of a woman, 

a call for spiritual help, or a sense of peace amidst a 

discordant background.20 

The symbolic use of the color blue is visible in Self-

Portrait [plate 7], which depicts a search for clarity 

amidst a chaotic and often unexplainable world. In this 

painting, Nnaggenda portrays himself in bluish hues, in 

contrast to his brightly colored clothing. It is unlikely 

that Nnaggenda would refer to artists as divine beings, but 

he does believe there is some kind of calling for the 

artist to create. Nnaggenda says: 

That is how I think in life - we are put that way. 
There are some who must do these things that others 
cannot do. So the artist in society, he himself is 
another group of people who suffer for most of their 

20color symbolism often ignores "that a color is not a simple 
elementary feature but a complex of qualities of which certain ones 
become more or less pronounced in a particular setting and according 
to a perceiver's experience and attitude. Schapiro, "Frontal and 
Profile," 47. 
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life to record for the rest of others, to report or 
comment or praise on behalf of others and to tell the 
coming generation how man lived.21 

The Kintu story also provides a basis for the 

relationship between men and women in Bugandan society. In 

Uganda, the relationships between genders is fairly complex 

and differs greatly from most Western societies in terms of 

gender equality: "a woman in Uganda is a piece of property 

transferred from the house of her father to the house of 

her husband. u22 Christian missionaries in Uganda drew many 

parallels from Genesis to the story of Kintu to serve their 

own purposes, one of them equating Nnambi's disobeyment to 

the original sin of Adam and Eve. They compared Nnambi's 

disobeyment of Ggulu - "Ggulu reminded Kintu of his warning 

and said if Nnambi had not returned, Kintu's children would 

not have died"23 - and its result, the bringing of death to 

the Baganda, to interpretations of Genesis where Eve is 

portrayed as the temptress who induced Adam to eat the 

apple. The Baganda, however, interpret the story of Kintu 

differently in that Nnambi was not responsible because it 

was Kintu's duty to make sure she obeyed Ggulu, because, 

21Anne E. Caskey, interview with Francis x. Nnaggenda, 16 
October 1995. Audio tape recording. IUSB Sculpture Studio, South 
Bend, Indiana. 

22unnamed woman, quoted in Theresa Park, "Hope Among Ruins: One 
Day at a Time, in Uganda," Harvard Human Rights Journal 4 (Spring 
1991): 198. 

23Kaggwa, Folktales of the Baganda. In Ray, Myth, Ritual and 
Kingship, 55-56. 



Caskey-16 

"according to Ganda marital ethics, it was the husband's 

duty to make his wife act obediently."~ 

Although Nnaggenda's work does not share this 

patronizing view of women, he does place a great deal of 

the responsibility for societal ills on women. Nnaggenda 

says: 

In most of my works, my subjects deal with women. I 
can't put it in the pro-woman as a symbol - because 
all problems with the growth, all care of the family, 
all goes around a woman. So all these problems we are 
going through are because of the mother and because 
the mother is the center point.25 

On the other hand, women in Uganda are revered for their 

life-giving abilities, as Nnaggenda states: "The more a 

woman produces, the more dignity she has. The ones that 

don't produce, it becomes a problem. "26 A woman's role as a 

giver of life carries with it an almost divine meaning, 

rooted in the story of Kintu, where it is Nnambi, not 

Kintu, who comes from the realm of divinity. This can be 

seen in Woman/City Victim [plate 9]. In this painting, a 

man and woman are engaged in a sexual act set against the 

backdrop of a city. Nnaggenda describes it as a reaction to 

the problems of rampant promiscuity in the city (in this 

case, Nairobi). It can also, in light of the story of Kintu 

24Ray, Myth, Ritual and Kingship, 63. 
25swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
26rbid. 
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and symbols present in other paintings, be seen as a 

representation of humans surviving in spite of the city. 27 

The woman rises above the city, her direct gaze indicating 

an awareness of all that is happening beneath her as she 

rises above it. 

Early twentieth century painters sought inspiration 

from other, more traditional societies, such as Gauguin did 

in Tahiti, where "the ultimate expression of the feminine 

is the abandonment of the self to the elements and to man; 

in it woman is supposed to reach fulfillment only in her 

most 'natural' and submissive state."28 In the same vein, 

Nnaggenda also shows women at their height when placed in 

this natural state. This idea, like Gauguin's, of a rural 

female represented as being close to nature, can be seen in 

Nature [figure 10]. In this painting, woman is not only 

represented as being close to nature, she is part of 

nature. Through the use of like colors and forms within the 

surrounding landscape and her body, she is part of the 

landscape, a part of nature. A river flows from her body 

and flowers, indicating fertility, appear on either side of 

her. 

Another symbol, while not part of the story of Kintu 

but nonetheless important to both Bagandan and African art 

27 Ibid. 
28 Gil Perry, "Primitivism and the Modern." in Charles 

Harrison, Francis Frascina and Gil Perry, Primitivism, Cubism & 
Abstraction: The Early Twentieth Century (New Haven: Yale University 
Press in association with the Open University, 1993), 24. 
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as a whole, appears in both Nature and City Woman: the 

concentric circles around the women's heads. William Fagg 

considered the basic philosophy of all tribally organized 

societies, including those of Africa, as the continuation 

of their life force - a desire to promote increase of their 

crops, their stock, and the animals they hunt. He saw this 

expressed in the art through exponential circles, such as 

those found in cross-sections of trees or in the horns of 

animals.29 The continuation of the life force is one of the 

key messages of the story of Kintu. In the legend, Kintu 

says, "If Walumbe wants to kill my children, let him. But 

he will not be able to finish all of them because I, Kintu, 

will always continue to beget more."3o Evidence of Fagg's 

theory exists in the Baganda's traditional construction for 

the Kabaka's traditional burial tombs. The structural 

rings, made from palm tree leaves, are laid in the tomb in 

a concentric manner. The king was the one to lay the first 

three rings in the arch. Each clan then added one ring 

according to its hereditary order. 31 When looked at from 

underneath, these rings resemble that of a cross-section of 

a tree. 

Baganda traditions and African scenes make up the bulk 

of Nnaggenda's subject matter, yet it is Europe's influence 

29willet, African Art, 200. 
30Kaggwa, Folktales of the Baganda. In Ray, Myth, Ritual and 

Kingship, 56. 
31Mugerwa, Kasubi Tombs, 7. 
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that provides the medium for this particular body of work. 

In 1960, Nnaggenda left Uganda to study. in Europe. The 

influence of European work on his painting is immense. 

Although Nnaggenda is primarily a sculptor, when he left 

Uganda for Switzerland, it was his intention to further his 

studies in painting. The education system at the University 

of Fribourg, Switzerland, made students study as an 

apprentice with a well-known artist for at least two years, 

until the artist felt the student was ready to take the 

university entrance exams. In Switzerland, Nnaggenda could 

not find a painter to sponsor him; however, someone found a 

sculptor in the Black Forest area of Germany who was 

willing to take Nnaggenda. Nnaggenda says: 

"So I went there, and he had a very good studio with a 
lot of apprentices, and he was quite well known. When 
I got there, he tested me and found that I had 
strength in sculpture ••• so I decided to go away from 
painting and try sculpture. 32 

After Nnaggenda finished his apprenticeship, he was 

accepted into the sculpture program at the Academy of Fine 

Arts in Munich. Nnaggenda studied realism at first and was 

among the leading students in his class. Then, to his 

professor's surprise, Nnaggenda began to switch from 

realism to abstraction. Nnaggenda says, "One day he asked 

me, 'What are you working like this, because, look at that 

32caskey, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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foot - that is not the way you've been working.' I told him 

that is the way I like it. "33 The following semester, 

without his knowledge, Nnaggenda was referred to another 

professor, Danish sculptor, Robert Jacobsen. He excelled 

under Jacobsen, who had a great interest in African art and 

whose work reflects this interest. 

Nnaggenda's study in Europe represents another of 

crossing boundaries from Buganda to Europe. Ironically, it 

was in Europe, where Nnaggenda really discovered African 

art. He says: 

When I left Africa, my ambition was to study •.• When 
I got there, to my surprise, I discovered most of the 
works of art from Africa were in Europe. So there I 
had a chance to visit the galleries and museums of my 
own people from home. Maybe the chance I wouldn't have 
had, had I studied in Africa .•. When I got there, it 
was an opening •••• I found my road to the African way 
of work. 34 

While he discovered African work, it can be assumed that he 

was also exposed to a great deal of European work from 

which his paintings borrow heavily. From the expressionism 

of Spirit [plate 14] and The Land [plate 15] to the Cubist 

multi-faceted planes of Woman in the Garden [plate 11] and 

Unity [plate 12], visual references to European work are 

readily apparent. Given Nnaggenda's European education, 

sculpture training, and the lack of a painting tradition in 

33rbid. 
34rbid. 
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Africa, it can be concluded that these stylistic references 

are conscious: 

Meaning and artistic style are not easily separated in 
representations; some forms that appear to be 
conventions of a local or period style are not only 
aesthetic choices but are perceived as attributes of 
the represented objects.~ 

As Nnaggenda borrows such European stylistic traditions as 

Cubism and Expressionism, he brings the ideas inherent to 

these styles to his work. A visual signal arises from the 

overt parallels to European works, indicating to the viewer 

the consciousness with which Nnaggenda borrows from these 

styles. As a result, ideas inherent to such schools as 

cubism and expressionism are transferred to Nnaggenda's 

work. The extent of the meaning derived from this transfer 

varies depending on how Nnaggenda uses, alters or 

elaborates upon these stylistic borrowings. 

Stylistically, many of Nnaggenda's paintings borrow 

from the Expressionists, such as Matisse, who, through 

anti-naturalistic forms and colors, wanted to move the 

spectator emotionally and spiritually through a markedly 

personal vision of the world.36 One example of this is 

Spirit [plate 14], which alludes to the Expressionists, 

borrowing its forms almost directly from Edvard Munch's The 

35schapiro, "Frontal and Profile," 37. 
36Norbert Lynton, The Story of Modern Art, 2nd ed. (Oxford: 

Phaidon, 1989), 25. 
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Cry [plate 21]. Although Munch is not considered to be one 

of the Expressionists, he was one of their primary 

influences. The central figures of both Spirit and The Cry 

feature almost identical forms. Whereas The Cry portrays a 

man agitated with his environment, Spirit depicts man as 

part of his surroundings - the ghost-like quality of his 

body moves with his surroundings. 

The most overt reference to expressionism is The Land. 

Painted while Nnaggenda was living in the United States, it 

offers a glimpse of the Uganda Nnaggenda missed. Nnaggenda 

says, uuganda is a tropical country with a lot of rivers, 

streams, clear water. So whenever [I am gone] I always have 

those feelings of home. • .. Paradise kind of feeling. ,,37 The 

unnatural colors - blue and orange tree trunks, a full 

spectrum of unblended colors in the leaves, depicted by 

wild, curving lines clearly demonstrate a borrowing from 

the Expressionists. By using Expressionist colors and 

forms, Nnaggenda is also bringing the ideas inherent to 

Expressionism to The Land: 

By reusing forms taken from earlier works, an artist 
also takes along the text [in the case of The Land, 
the formal and stylistic conventions of Expressionism] 
out of which the borrowed element is broken away, 
while also constructing a next text with the debris.38 

37swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
38Meike Bal and Norman Bryson, "Semiotics and Art History," The 

Art Bulletin LXXIII, no. 2 (June 1991): 207. 
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Nnaggenda brings the personal and emotional aspects of 

expressionism - in this case, a highly individual rendering 

of home - through his use of like forms and colors to 

portray his view of Uganda. 

Woman in the Garden (plate 11] exemplifies the Cubist 

influence in Nnaggenda's work. Two women and a man are 

presented in a natural setting. The multi-faceted geometric 

forms that comprise the bodies intersect and overlap, with 

instances of a several body parts presented as one form, 

divided only by color. The composition of the painting is 

reminiscent of some of Picasso's early cubist paintings, 

such as Les Demoiselles d' Avignon (plate 22] • Where Les 

Demoiselles d' Avignon is set in a brothel, Woman in the 

Garden is set in nature. This is indicated not only by the 

title and Nnaggenda's comment about the painting -

"motherhood in the form of a garden" - but by the wavy 

lines in the lower right-hand corner that indicate foliage 

and by the yellow wave in the upper right hand corner.39 

This yellow wave indicates a banana, which is a symbol of 

motherhood to the Baganda. 

The painting resembles a Cubist painting not only in 

its immediate impression, but also in how it communicates 

to the viewer. In any work, the combination of the selected 

visual indicators from the common language and their 

39swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 



Caskey-24 

arrangement work together to signal the viewer their total 

meaning.40 This idea is crucial to cubism, where the 

interactions between the elements within the painting and 

interactions between the viewer and viewed are of primary 

interest. Like many Cubist works, Woman in the Garden 

demands that the viewer determine the given connections 

within the painting. The viewer must decide what the 

connections are and find his or her own place within and in 

relation to the painting.41 

This cultural crossing of boundaries between Africa 

and Europe also appears in Nnaggenda's interpretations of 

moving from a rural to an urban atmosphere. Nnaggenda left 

the predominantly rural country of Uganda for the city, 

unlike the early twentieth century painters, such as 

Gauguin, who abandoned the city in favor of the country. 

Several of his paintings directly address city life, such 

as the aforementioned Woman/City Victim. City Drowning 

[plate 8] depicts his call from the jungle of the city. In 

4011The use of sign systems involves two distinct operations: 
the selection of words or visual signs from the langue[the 
conventional system of communication - the result of a social 
collective contract, p. 121] and their combination in a sentence or 
image." Francis Frascina, "Realism and Ideology: An Introduction to 
Semiotics & Cubism." Charles Harrison, Francis Frascina and Gil 
Perry, Primitivism, Cubism & Abstraction: The Early Twentieth Century 
(New Haven: Yale University Press in association with the Open 
University,1993): 146. 

4111 In a Cubist picture, the conclusion and the connections are 
given. They are what the picture is made of. They are its content. 
The spectator has to find his place within this content whilst the 
complexity of the forms and the 'discontinuity' of the space remind 
him that his view from that place is bound to be only partial." John 
Berger,"The Moment of Cubism," In The Sense of Sight (New York: 
Vintage, 1993) 180. 
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it, a figure, shown just as an eye and arm, reaches out 

above the skyscrapers toward the sky. In this painting, 

Nnaggenda is reaching out from the city toward both nature 

and toward a more divine realm. 

Although Nnaggenda's primary subject matter is that of 

human beings - he says, "I find myself closer to human 

beings because they influence me more than anything else. I 

am a human being expressing the human experiences. But 

again my interpretation of human beings is inseparable of 

their surroundings. ,,42 - nature also plays an important 

role in his work. In Nature's Eyes [plate 16], man and 

nature are inseparable. The top of the figure's head is 

composed of tree-like shapes. From these shapes eyes look 

outward. Nature as part of man's outer world is reflected 

within his inner world. Like Inner Self, there is a balance 

between the inner and outer world, with one aspect, through 

its intensity, countering the size of the other. Nature's 

Eyes shows the balanced relationship between the inner and 

outer self. 

Because Nnaggenda's primary subject matter is humans, 

it is only natural that eyes play a significant role in his 

work. The large and prominent eyes throughout this series 

of paintings provide a crucial signal to the viewer as to 

how he or she should approach the painting, especially in 

42Nsibambi, "Contemporary Painting," 7. 
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the majority of the paintings where the figure gazes 

directly at the viewer. When Nnaggenda places an iris in 

the eye, the figure looks outward at his or her 

surroundings. When Nnaggenda omits the irises, the figure 

offers the viewer an avenue into his or her inner world. 

The eyes presented in Nature's Eyes closely reflect a 

statement of Munch's: "Nature is not only what is visible 

to the eye it also shows the inner images of the soul -

the images on the back of the eyes."43 Nature, as depicted 

in Nnaggenda's work, not only portrays the environment, but 

an individual's role within his or her environment. 

Nnaggenda also emphasizes the inner world by his 

visible presence as the artist within his work - through 

bold, obvious brush strokes, often prominent signatures and 

the consciousness of the styles used. Self Portrait (plate 

7] exemplifies this through the visible pattern of brush 

strokes, along with the bright red signature at the bottom 

center of the painting. Nnaggenda also alludes to this when 

he says, "Sometimes I present myself in a man, sometimes in 

a woman to present what I want to talk about."44 

43Edvard Munch, "Art and Nature," in Johan H. Langaard and 
Reider Revold, Edvard Munch (Oslo: Belsar, 1963) in Herschel B. 
Chipp, ed., Theories of Modern Art (Berkeley: University of 
California Press 1968), 62. 

44caskey, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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III. From Sculpture to Painting 

A final area in which Nnaggenda's work crosses 

boundaries is that of medium - a crossing over from 

sculpture to painting. Nnaggenda trained as a sculptor, so 

for him painting is a secondary medium. It is also a medium 

in which there is virtually no tradition in Africa, other 

than what is painted on masks: 

What I discovered in order to take painting together 
with sculpture, is that Africans didn't paint on the 
canvas, or on an independent surface. But they painted 
on the masks. Which also fascinated the European 
painters •.•• I visited a man who was learning from an 
African approach. He had a lot of masks and he was 
transferring the colors to the canvas. Then if you 
didn't look at the masks, you could see him as if he 
was producing something new. That trick, you know, 
then I took it to say that this time, as a 
contemporary African artist it is not necessary to 
paint directly on the mask, you can transfer it as 
this second way of expression.45 

This "trick" appears in many of his paintings, where the 

forms of masks appear in a two-dimensional surface. This 

can be seen in Administrator [plate 13]. The faces are 

constructed of flat, geometric forms, with the eyes staring 

straight ahead. The different faces emerge in an almost 

perfectly symmetrical pattern, which is indicative of 

45Francis Xavier Nnaggenda, conversation with artist, South 
Bend, Indiana, 16 October 1995. 
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African masks, as many African masks feature the face as a 

central ridge separating two broad planes.46 

Many of the forms that appear in his paintings also 

appear in his sculptures. For example, Untitled [plate 24] 

features similar shapes and themes to his paintings. The 

subject matter is figurative with symmetrical faces 

composed of flat planes and stylized features. The symbolic 

nature of eyes is also apparent - both as part of the face 

and in the eye that is set off from the figure. 

The convergence of sculptural forms within Nnaggenda's 

paintings is not surprising given the overlapping of art 

forms in Africa. The sculpted masks are painted upon and 

used in rituals where there is music, dance and story-

telling. Nnaggenda describes this difference between 

Western and African culture: 

Sometime they don't break things into different 
compartments .••• You could even look at the African 
mass, the rituals or whatever, when they are put on. 
They include the work of the sculptor, the three 
dimensional work itself, then the two dimensional 
painting, and then the theatre, because they have to 
act. From childhood, you find people sitting down and 
telling stories by the fireplace, and the one who is 
telling the story puts in a lot of drama to activate 
the viewers. He sings and then he acts, so we have 
grown up seeing all of this. So, in the end, when you 
come to paint, all that material already is collected 
in your mind.47 

w 46Lynton, Modern Art, 30. 
47caskey, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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When asked why he sometimes paints rather than 

sculpts, Nnaggenda says, "to express my ideas, ideas which 

I could not express in three dimensional form."48 One of 

the key ideas that emerges from these paintings, when 

looked at as a whole, is the continuation of life, 

especially the continuation of the Baganda traditions. 

Although the concept of expressing oneself by arranging 

forms and colors onto a two-dimensional surface is 

predominantly European, the elements that comprise many of 

these paintings indicate a different culture. Most of the 

paintings are oil, but in the case of Child [plate 18], 

Nnaggenda did not have enough materials, so he substituted 

instant coffee for the watercolor. Canvas was not readily 

available in Africa, so he substituted masonite, plywood 

and paper mounted on corrugated cardboard. 

A material that Nnaggenda sometimes painted on was 

barkcloth, a traditional Bugandan material from which most 

clothing and ceremonial garb was manufactured. Barkcloth is 

made from a type of fig tree. After the trunk of the tree 

reaches an approximate height of nine feet and diameter of 

about 15 centimeters, the bark is strong enough to be 

removed. The bark is then beaten with mallets so that it 

softens and widens.49 

48rbid. 
49Mugerwa, Kasubi Tombs, 10-13. 
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Barkcloth also carries a strong symbolic tie to the 

story of Kintu. Kintu was said not to have died, but to 

have disappeared into the forest. In the royal tombs a 

curtain of barkcloth is hung behind the royal graves. Many 

scholars believe this curtain signifies the forest and the 

chamber behind it is known as kibira, or forest. 50 

Nnaggenda's three paintings on barkcloth each carry 

with them strong symbolic ties to Baganda culture. One 

example of his use of barkcloth is Baptismal Transcendence 

[plate 6], which interprets a Christian ritual as an 

African scene. Two figures stand in water, one baptized, 

the other being baptized. The use of barkcloth as the 

surface material of the painting is a strong indicator of 

the African interpretation of a Christian baptism. 

IV. Conclusion 

Through his crossing of boundaries, from Uganda to 

Kenya to the United States, from the culture of the Baganda 

to immersion in European culture, and from his primary 

medium of sculpture to that of painting, Nnaggenda creates 

a body of work that continues the traditions of the Bagarida 

by placing them in a context that is understandable outside 

his native culture. As with The Inner Self [plate l], 

sorbid 3. 
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Nnaggenda's work demonstrates the interplay between an 

individual's inlook and outlook. As Nnaggenda looks inward 

to Baganda traditions, the external circumstances of his 

life are manifested in his paintings. The result is a body 

of work that clearly expresses the ideas of his native 

culture while reflecting the unmistakable influence of 

modern European art. 



The Inner Self 
[plate l] 
oil on masonite, 30 x 24 inches 
1975 
Signed, lower right 
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In The Inner Self, different facets of the same face 

are shown to relate the interplay between a person's inner 

life and outer life. 

The face - using stylized features similar to those of 

masks - turns back in upon itself. The right side of the 

face side is shown through dual views: facing forward and 

in profile. The frontal view turns into a profile upon the 

left side of the face, with this movement suggested by the 

red lines beneath the eyes, carrying the eye from the 

frontal to the profile view. The relationship between the 

two views is further indicated by the brow's red triangular 

shape connecting the eyes. While the right side of the face 

turns inward, the left side continues to look to the 

outside world. 

In Nnaggenda's work, the presence of an iris implies 

the figure is looking outward, directly connecting with his 

or her surroundings, whereas the absence of the iris offers 

an avenue for the viewer to reflect upon the inner life of 

the figure. 

The use of frontal and profile views within a painting 

generally suggests polarities, with the composition 

ascribing a greater or lesser value to one or the other. 
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While the views within the figure describe opposite aspects 

of human life - the inlook and the outlook - the balance of 

the painting does not assign a greater role to either view. 

Instead the use of color balances the two views. The right 

side, indicating the inlook, is larger, offset by the 

dominant colors over the eye of the left side, looking 

outward. The two halves of the face complement each other, 

creating a dynamic composition that compels the viewer to 

look to each side. 

Nnaggenda's choice of medium and use of style also 

indicate this idea, as he, who considers himself to be an 

African artist, uses a European medium to express this 

thought. The external forces to which he has been exposed 

the influence of Europe on twentieth century Uganda and his 

European study - have become a part of his self. This is 

also evident by his presence within the painting, such as 

the visible brush strokes and the predominant red 

signature. 

Just as the painting offers the conclusion that a 

large part of an individual is shaped by his or her 

surroundings - while looking inward we are also looking 

outward, and in turn, our inner self is reflected by the 

outside world - Nnaggenda's inner thoughts are revealed 

through a process very much shaped by the external 

circumstances of his life. 
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Protection 
[plate 2] 
mixed media (crayon wash with occasional oil) on masonite, 

23-1/2 x 24 inches 
1967 
Unsigned 

In Bugandan history, 1967 is a critical point. It was 

in that year the Obote administration in Uganda eliminated 

the Baganda kingship and took away many of the Baganda's 

rights. Protection responds to this and foresees the 

violent and uncertain times that lie ahead for the Baganda. 

At the front and center of the painting, a figure 

looks out into the darkness. Over his right shoulder is a 

small figure. Given the size difference between the two, it 

is likely that they are a father and child. The darkness 

seems to have fallen over the father like a blanket, which 

covers him, but does not overwhelm him. 

The father figure's most dominant feature is his eyes, 

which are exaggerated and wide open, suggesting a sense of 

heightened awareness. He is aware of the difficult times 

ahead and will protect the figure in the background. 

While the painting's overall appearance is very dark, 

it projects a sense of hope. The atmosphere behind the 

protector is light, suggesting that he will keep the 

darkness out. Additionally, the strong diagonal line, 

beginning at the top center of the painting, leads the eye 

to a section of light at the lower right corner, implying 
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that there is lightness ahead. This feeling of hope is 

further indicated by the circles - a recurring symbol in 

Nnaggenda's work - emanating from the sides of the 

protector's head, representing a continuation of the life 

force. 

In spite of the darkness of the current situation and 

what the protector anticipates for the future, Protection 

offers a sense of hope and survival in the midst of 

political and social upheaval, through preventing the 

pervasion of the darkness into their inner sanctum and 

foreseeing the light that lies ahead. 



Prayer 
[plate 3] 
oil on plywood, 55 x 46-1/4 inches 
1971 
Unsigned 
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Prayer, along with Protection [plate 2], is one of 

Nnaggenda's few works that directly address the conflict in 

Uganda. The year is which it was painted, 1971, was the 

year Idi Amin overthrew the Obote regime. Because Obote, 

upon beginning his presidency in 1967, dissolved the 

Bugandan kingdom, the Baganda had renewed hopes that under 

Amin's regime, their kingdom would be restored. Prayer 

relates the hope of the Buganda during that time. Nnaggenda 

comments: 

One of the feelings I had during the war - sometimes 
my heart felt that way. I had the answer - when I felt 
like that I wanted to be alive when the problem 
cleared. I wanted to see my kingdom restored before I 
left this world ••• I prayed, 'let me see more.'s1 

A figure engaged in prayer kneels against a brightly 

colored background. Given Nnaggenda's personal feelings 

toward the painting and the situation in Uganda, it is 

likely that the figure is male. The body is painted in 

varying shades of blue and composed of curved, soft lines. 

This contrasts with the background's vibrant, undiluted 

colors and hard lines. The background's contrasting colors 

Slswadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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represent the confusion of the time period - the 

conflicting ideas, the beginning of Amin's terrifying rule 

- whereas the soothing color and lines of the figure set it 

apart. 

Nnaggenda uses the color blue - symbolizing the realm 

of divinity - to represent a sense of calm and 

spirituality. Prayer exemplifies this theme. The central 

placement of the praying figure creates a visual anchor to 

the painting - an image of calm amidst a discordant 

background. Although the figure diverges from the 

background, both spiritually and physically, he is not 

completely separate from his surroundings. The background 

is reflected in his body through the lines that carry 

through his left leg and the reflection of the green in his 

left arm and shoulder. He cannot be wholly separated from 

his environment. As much as the figure wants his kingdom 

restored, he cannot escape the turbulence of the time 

period. 



On Music 
[plate 4] 
oil on masonite, 23-1/2 x 24 inches 
1967 
signed - lower right 
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Painted in the same year as Protection [plate 2], On 

Music further develops Protection's sense of hope. It also 

alludes to the Cubist influences that will become more 

prominent in Nnaggenda's later paintings. 

While Protection features an individual looking out 

into the darkness, On Music is an interior scene, insulated 

from the exterior world. The Baganda are renowned for their 

love of music, thus Nnaggenda's choice of subject matter, a 

guitar player, indicates the sense of continuation of life 

in spite of all the political turmoil going on around them. 

Also reflected in Nnaggenda's choice of subject matter is 

the idea of not separating art forms. He uses painting, 

with very sculptural forms, to depict a musician. 

Although the guitar player is seated with his legs 

crossed, his body is actively engaged in the music. There 

is a great deal of movement shown through the loose 

renderings of the feet and hands. In discussing this 

painting, Nnaggenda relates a comment that his daughter 

made about how he listens to music: "Your feet are 

drunk. ,,52 This overwhelming sense of intoxicating joy can 

also be seen in the face. The face is shown from two 

52swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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different views, the frontal and profile. The profile view 

extends upward from the body and the frontal view is 

connected to it by the nose they share. This Cubist 

technique further adds to the sense of activity within the 

painting. 

The different planes of the face also indicate the 

sense of hope. The painting is an interior scene shown with 

a doorway in the background. In the doorway, both light and 

dark are visible, but it is the light that shines through 

and connects to the guitar player. One aspect of his face 

looks forward, while the other looks toward the light. A 

rectangular form sits in the background, with a triangle 

connected to it. A strong, upward diagonal line extends 

from the guitar's body through its neck and the figure's 

hands to the triangle. This line indicates the music's 

uplifting nature and a continuation of hope. 



Herdsman 
[plate 5] 

Caskey-40 

oil on sugar paper (or oil on canvas glued to cardboard), 
38 x 37" inches 

1968 
Unsigned 

In a style reminiscent of expressionism, a white, 

abstractly rendered figure boldly stands out apart from the 

earth and sky. He stands amidst his herd, which is formed 

by simple geometric shapes, that blend with the surrounding 

landscape. Herdsman differs a great deal from the others 

through its use of darkness and its connection to Bugandan 

mythology. Whereas many of the other paintings allude to 

aspects of the story of Kintu, Herdsman provides a direct 

interpretation as well as an insight to the spiritual 

connections between man and nature and man and animal. 

In the story of Kintu, Kintu wanders alone with his 

cow into the country. Like Kintu, who, through his 

existence in the realm of the Baganda, connects the realm 

of divinity (the sky) with the realm of the spirits (the 

underground), the herdsman bridges the distance between 

earth and sky. The whiteness of his body against the 

darkness unites the realms of divinity, the Baganda and the 

spirits. 

Although the herdsman is set away from the animals, 

which are depicted by triangular shapes with horns and are 

barely distinct from the landscape, his feet are firmly 
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grounded in the same realm as the cows. Nnaggenda describes 

this scene as a "spiritual relationship between man and 

animal," with the spirit of existence as being part of 

animals and the way the animals exist. 53 

Just as a person's external world forms part of his or 

her internal world, the animals also form part of a 

person's internal world. The sharp, geometric shapes that 

form the cows are present in the herdsman's body. The 

triangle at the top of his torso relates to the triangles 

that form the cows. The bodies of the cows do not cross the 

horizon, indicating that only humans have a spiritual 

relationship with another world. 

The connection between man and the divine realm is 

also seen in the dark line that extends through the center 

of the herdsman's head and neck, ending at the horizon. 

This central line, and the round, flat planes of the head 

suggest African masks, further emphasizing that this is an 

African scene. 

As with most of his paintings, Nnaggenda's presence 

within the painting is very apparent. The expressionist 

nature of the painting, coarse brush strokes and heavy use 

of paint, along with the bright colors and very stylized · 

forms place the creator of the work at the forefront. This 

emphasis of Nnaggenda's very personal relationship to the 

53swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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story of Kintu conveys the legend's importance to his 

beliefs. 



Baptismal Transcendence 
[plate 6] 
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oil on barkcloth pasted on corrugated cardboard (barkcloth 
ripped & fixed), 41-3/4 x 25 inches 

Unsigned 
No date 

Baptismal Transcendence translates a Christian Baptism 

into an African scene. Nnaggenda's interpretation of a 

Christian scene is not about the attempt to transfer a 

Western ritual to the African culture. Instead, he uses the 

Christian baptism as a vehicle to portray how a heightened 

sense of spirituality affects people. 

The painting appears to feature three figures; 

however, in his comments, Nnaggenda describes it as having 

only two: "Two figures are standing in the water ••. one is 

baptized, one is being baptized. "54 The two figures he 

refers to are the figure on the right who embraces the 

central figure, clothed in a black robe. The arched form on 

the left, which could be interpreted as another figure, 

instead ties the landscape with the figures. 

There is little delineation between the figures and 

their surroundings. The land, sky and water all reflect the 

dark colors of their bodies. The only light within the 

painting is that reflected from their bodies. Light exudes 

from the left side of the baptismal figure and from a halo 

54swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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over the two figures' heads. Their eyes - in a trance-like 

state - provide the only other source of light. 

Several different elements convey the scene's 

spirituality. First, the trance-like state of the figures' 

eyes. As they participate in this ritual they are 

transfixed by the spiritualism of the ceremony. Second, the 

blue tones throughout the painting. Blue is the color 

Nnaggenda uses to convey spirituality. Finally, the use of 

barkcloth, the material upon which the painting is painted. 

Barkcloth carries with it an important symbolic meaning to 

the Baganda, as this is the material used in ceremonial 

garb and that hangs in the Kabaka's burial spot. 

Nnaggenda's placement of this Christian ritual on material 

with such strong spiritual ties to the Baganda further 

emphasizes the spiritual meaning - not the Christian - of 

this ritual. 



Self Portrait 
[plate 7] 
oil on canvas, 20 x 16 inches 
signed, bottom center 
1975 
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In the only self-portrait of the series, Nnaggenda 

portrays himself as an individual trying to make sense of 

his surroundings, which is consistent with his belief that 

the artist is called to do the recording for future 

generations. 

Nnaggenda's presence comprises most of the painting's 

content as well as being very visible within its actual 

construction. His face, dimly colored in contrast to the 

brightness of the clothing and aspects of the background, 

is one of a man deep in thought. He faces slightly downward 

with his eyes fixed on something off to the side, rather 

than directly at the viewer. His furrowed brow suggests 

intense concentration. And, his body, slightly turned, 

shows the intensity with which his whole being is engaged. 

He leans into the subject of his gaze, while the blurred 

line just above his left shoulder suggests movement. 

The act with which he is so intensely involved is that 

of observing his surroundings. He uses the color blue to 

portray the face, with the occasional red to highlight 

features. The blue provides a sharp contrast to the bright 

reds and yellows of his clothing. Like the figure in 

Prayer, he uses the color blue to create a sense of calm 
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against a chaotic background. This sense of calm appears in 

the face, set against the vivid colors of his clothing. The 

background is not nearly as bright as the clothing, but the 

contrasting bright blue and yellow are visually dynamic. 

The sense of calm and reflection with which his face is 

portrayed provides a introspective center in the midst of a 

discordant surrounding. 



City Drowning 
[plate 8] 
gouache, crayon on paper, 8 x 6-1/2 inches 
Unsigned 
No date 
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In what is the smallest piece in the collection, is 

the painting in which Nnaggenda makes one of his strongest 

statements against modern society. The painting itself 

measures only eight by six and a half inches (compared with 

others measuring eight by four feet), but it features one 

of the strongest images in the collection. 

Nnaggenda refers to the painting as his, "call from 

the jungle of the city. City as a jungle and men just 

trying to get out because I used to be free. Here is life 

in the city in mainly Kenya. " 55 An outstretched hand 

reaches above city buildings, the place where one must 

struggle to survive, so as to grasp the sky. Beneath the 

arm is an eye, which looks outward at its surroundings. The 

lines beneath it indicate tears. The eye, hand and the sun 

are the only evidence of nature in the painting. 

While the hand strives upward, so do the buildings. 

The lack of a ground or baseline to the buildings 

emphasizes their upward movement. This is consistent with 

Nnaggenda's ideas about the city and government. Nnaggenda 

says: 

55swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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Government is a great idea - the question is how far 
is the government going to go? It can't be measured -
where is it going to go? In Uganda, agriculture is not 
successful but you see skyscrapers going up.56 

Although the title, City Drowning, suggests that the 

figure is slipping downward, as with Nnaggenda's other 

paintings that directly address political and social issues 

- Woman/City Victim [plate 9], Prayer [plate 3], and 

Protection [plate 2] - a sense of hope is apparent. The 

outstretched fingers indicate a striving for something 

better, a reaching out of the city, toward the realm of 

divinity. 

56swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 



Woman/City Victim 
[plate 9] 
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oil on masonite; metal strip through the middle of the 
painting, 20 x 24 inches 

1974 
Signed, center left 

Woman/City Victim, one of two paintings set in the 

city (the other being City Drowning [plate 8]), represents 

Nnaggenda's reaction to promiscuity in the city and how we 

close our eyes to it.57 While Nnaggenda speaks out against 

there being "too much sex [in the city], ,,5g he projects a 

sense of hope that humans will rise above this social 

problem. 

A man and woman are engaged in a sexual act in the 

midst of a city. The top figure is the woman, suggested by 

the ornamentation and scale of the facial features (such as 

the fuller lips) and the prominent lines, indicating 

eyelashes, around her eyes. The city is very much a part of 

the painting, not merely a backdrop. The buildings are 

represented as rectangular shapes on either side of the man 

and woman, shown in sharp perspective. The figures are 

57rn Uganda, during this time period, there were few public and 
overt displays of sexuality and displays of affection were strongly 
disapproved of and ridiculed. However, in cities, there was an 
increased interest in topics of sex amd love - through increased 
publications of sex manuals and the descriptions of romantic 
involvement, prostitution and the promiscuity of women in popular 
music. Mere Kisikka, "Attitudes Toward Premarital Sex and Love 
Relationships Among Baganda Secondary School Students," p. 35-42 In 
Psychocultural Change in Modern Buganda, ed. Michael c. Roffins and 
Philip L. Kilbride (Kampala: NKANGA Publications, Makerere Institute 
of Social Research, 1974), 35-36. 

SBswadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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somewhat translucent, so the outlines of the buildings are 

visible beneath their bodies, indicating that the city is 

very much a part of their being. 

Their body positions suggest that they are 

participating in a sexual act. His legs are outstretched on 

either side of her body and his hands are on her torso. The 

positions of his feet and the movement around his right 

foot suggest that they are actively engaged. In the center 

of the painting is a metal strip covering the woman's 

genitals. This piece of metal provides a barrier and 

indicates Nnaggenda's desire for the promiscuity in the 

city to end. 

While the man's eyes are closed, suggesting he is 

blindly satisfying his desires, the woman's eyes are wide 

open, gazing directly at the viewer. The circles that 

emanate from her head serve a dual purpose. First, they 

indicate the desire to continue the life force of the 

Baganda. In light of Nnaggenda's comments, this does not 

mean a sense of procreation, but a continuation of the 

their traditions and way of life. Second, aside from the 

symbolic meaning, the circles also create the illusion that 

the woman is rising above the city. Together, the circles' 

dual meanings demonstrate Nnaggenda's hope that the Baganda 

will survive in spite of the often negative forces 

surrounding them. 



Nature 
[plate 10] 
oil on canvas, 16 x 20 inches 
1975 
Signed, lower right 

--·--
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In contrast to the pale, almost sterile feeling of 

Woman/City Victim [plate 9], Nature depicts a woman as part 

of a very luxuriant landscape. Nnaggenda shares the 

European ideal that a woman reaches her apex of femininity 

when placed in nature, with a rural woman the closest to 

nature. Nnaggenda extends this symbolism as to show woman 

as ·nature. 

A reclining nude, a subject borrowed from European 

painters, is shown as part of the surrounding landscape. 

Through both color and form, her body becomes part of the 

landscape. The blue lines delineating hills at the horizon 

mimic the forms in her body, which are also shared by the 

trees. From her body a river flows in the lower right. Her 

eyes, absent of iris, reflect the blue of the river, while 

allowing the viewer to look inward, to see this landscape 

as part of her inner being. 

Nnaggenda consciously refers to European art and its 

shared idea of nature, when he says, "[this painting] 

expresses the love for nature and the enjoyment of nature 

- for all of us. Can't tell if the face is African or 
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European. ,,59 This demonstrates how all humans - European 

and African alike - share this love of nature. 

This love of nature is seen through her facial 

expression and movement in her body. Her expression is 

serene. The blue undertones throughout the painting 

within the trees, her body, the river and in the shadows of 

the surrounding landscape indicate spiritual themes. The 

red lines around her foot at the painting's upper left 

suggest movement, a romp through nature. 

Nature also contains fertility themes representative 

of both African and European art. This can be seen in the 

open flower-like forms at either side of the woman's body, 

a Western symbol of fertility. The circular forms that 

protrude from either side of the woman's head denote 

fertility and a continuation of life in African art. 

The European influence of Cubism can also be seen in 

the painting through the rearrangement of forms within her 

body. While her right leg is logically located, the 

appendage that projects from her body, moving toward the 

bottom of the painting, is not clearly an arm or leg. It 

does - accentuated by her straightforward gaze - create a 

sense of beckoning to the viewer, inviting him or her to 

share in this enjoyment of the natural world. 

59swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 



Woman in the Garden 
[plate 11] 

--

oil on plywood (two panels), 55 x 94-1/2 inches 
(L: 55 x 47-3/4 inches, R: 55 x 46-1/4 inches) 

June 5, 1971 
Unsigned 
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In Woman in the Garden, Nnaggenda uses abstract forms 

and Cubist arrangements to depict the idea of what he 

calls, "motherhood in the form of a garden. "60 The painting 

also demonstrates the interrelationship between human 

beings and nature and the almost divine role assigned to 

women because of their life-giving abilities. 

Three figures are present in the painting. The blue 

figure on the right is a woman. She is the mother, the 

dominant figure in the painting. This is indicated both by 

the color blue - a symbolic color in Nnaggenda's work, one 

representing divinity - and by the prominent role she plays 

within the composition. The painting's direction, beginning 

with the yellow wave at the-- top right that extends through · 

the man's head to the leg, leads to her. 

The central figure is also a woman, suggested by the 

similar forms to the woman on the right. The more subdued 

colors and lack of defined forms within her face, in 

addition to her attentive gaze, suggest her role is that of 

a servant or attendant, most likely a midwife. 

60swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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The final figure, at the left, is that of a man, a man 

born of the woman on the right. This birth is indicated by 

the blue woman's leg, which shares part of its forms with 

his face - he is partially created from this body. A 

further indicator of the birth is demonstrated by the 

banana symbol above his head. Nnaggenda says, "[In Uganda] 

births didn't occur in the house. Rather outside the 

plantation. They hold a banana during the exercise - the 

banana is a symbol of motherhood. u61 

Like the Cubists, Nnaggenda uses different facets of 

an object - in this case, people - to communicate his 

ideas, and it is up to the viewer to determine his or her 

own relationship to the painting. The man in the painting 

has a fixed gaze, directly engaging the viewer. It is from 

this point that the viewer must begin to make his or her 

connections. His face is part of the blue leg, which 

belongs to the woman on the right. Between the two is an 

intermediary figure, most likely a midwife. This is further 

emphasized by Nnaggenda's comments, "Man, no matter how big 

he is, he is born of that woman. Be holy."62 

The direction the painting takes and how the viewer 

reads it explains the divine role assigned to women. The 

viewer first sees the banana symbol, then the strong curved 

line takes the viewer's eye to the man's face. The man's 

61swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
62swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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face is part of the woman's leg - man comes from woman. The 

line of the painting then goes past the intermediary figure 

- the midwife - to the mother, the divine figure in the 

painting. 

By making the connection between the fragmented 

elements within the painting, the viewer discovers not only 

the subject matter of the painting, but the interactions 

between its elements. In the case of Woman in the Garden, 

the viewer discovers Nnaggenda's interpretation of 

motherhood in the form of a garden. 



Unity 
[plate 12] 
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oil on plywood (two panels), 94-1/2 x 55 inches (upper 
46-1/2 x 55 inches, lower 48 x 55 inches) 

c. 1971 
Unsigned 

In the process of depicting the conjugation of man and 

woman, Unity reveals a great deal about Ugandan attitudes 

toward sex and the relationships between man and woman. In 

addition to representing the connection between man and 

woman, it also embodies the unification of two cultures, 

African and European. 

Along with Administrator [plate 13] and Woman in the 

Garden [plate 11], Unity is one of three large 

(approximately eight by four feet) paintings in the series, 

that utilizes two roughly equally-sized sheets of plywood. 

Although undated, given the similar styles and media, it 

can be assumed it was painted at the same time as the 

others, 1971, while Nnaggenda was living in Nairobi. 

On the left is a male figure, indicated by the 

necktie. He embraces the woman on the right. The elongated 

neck and the musculature of her body indicate her figure. 

Together, they comprise a single, central figure, 

differentiated from their bodies by color. Although the 

central figure largely consists of forms already within 

their respective bodies, through the use of color, it 

projects forward, overlapping them. This is further 
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accentuated by the contrast of the unified figure's bright 

yellow panels against the more subdued blue and red forms 

of their bodies. 

The forward projection of the unified figure covers 

the emotions and actions of the two individuals of which it 

is comprised. This is characteristic of Ugandan culture, 

which disapproves of public displays of affection and does 

not condone overt sexuality. This is further indicated by 

the subtle masking of the bodies of the two figures. 

Although the colors and forms, such as the necktie, suggest 

the figures are clothed, the musculature of the bodies, 

suggests otherwise. The man's arm is visible through his 

shirt sleeve, while the forms of the woman's arms, legs and 

hips are clearly apparent. The thinly-disguised forms of 

the body indicate the covering of the passions that lie 

beneath the surface. 

Unity also demonstrates the dominant role men play in 

relationships with women. This is shown by the man's grasp, 

with his hands on her waist and, parallel to his right 

forearm, the line that delineates his leg. He is pulling 

her into him. Furthermore, the yellow forms within the 

man's leg come forward with the forms within the unified 

figure, suggesting that although a unified figure is 

created, the male is the dominant figure in the 

relationship. This is further indicated in the eyes. As the 

two halves make up the unified face, his eye is open, hers 
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is shut. She is blindly succumbing to him. Additionally, 

while he faces forward, she is being pulled back into him. 

The image that develops from the joining of the two 

bodies also demonstrates the unity of both African and 

European culture. The stylized geometric features and 

prominent central ridge separating the two halves of the 

face are reminiscent of African masks. The use of color to 

delineate different planes and parts of the body suggests 

the influence of cubism, but by showing each body - the 

man, the woman and the united - in one perspective, the 

painting stops short of cubism. While the medium is of 

European origin, the representations of the roles of the 

two individuals suggest traditional ideas of Ugandan 

marriage. 



Administrator 
[plate 13] 

Caskey-59 

oil on plywood (two panels), 94-1/2 x 55 inches 
(upper 48 x 55 inches, lower 46-1/2 x 55 inches) 

1971 
Unsigned 

In Administrator, Nnaggenda uses cubist arrangements 

to depict the confusion that confronts an individual by 

showing five different views of a single head. 

Painted while Nnaggenda was working as a research 

fellow at the Institute of African Studies in Nairobi 

Kenya, Administrator is his portrayal of the school's 

authority figures. It is the larger and more visually 

dynamic of two similar paintings [Administrator [2] plate 

23] featuring this subject. It is Nnaggenda's attempt at 

showing confusion within an authority figure. He says, 

"most of the people there were those in ties ••. they never 

experienced the problems .•• Trying to see them in 

confusion. "63 

The confusion within the figure is most apparent 

through Nnaggenda's portrayal of the face. While the figure 

gazes directly at the viewer, his face in shown in frontal, 

profile and rear views. The profile views are indicated by 

the nose and lips that face either side of the painting; 

and the rear views by the placement of the ears on either 

side of the back part of the head. The figure faces all 

63swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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different directions. All of these faces are presented as a 

unified whole by a white line encircling the heads and the 

tops of the shoulders. 

The faces are reminiscent of African masks with 

stylized geometric features. They are also, as seen through 

the facial features, such as the broad nose and full lips, 

clearly African faces. 

The confusion is also indicated within the body. The 

center of the figure shows Western dress - a shirt and tie. 

On either side, however, the mode of dress is quite 

different. The drape of the clothing over the shoulders 

suggests a more free-flowing garment - not a suit jacket. 

The hands reach across the Western clothing, suppressing 

this influence. 

Together the different directions taken by the faces 

and the body indicate the confusion of administrators in 

Uganda. 



Spirit 
[plate 14] 
oil on paper glued to masonite, 20 x 24 inches 
Signed - lower left 
1971 
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The influence of expressionism is apparent in Spirit, 

where Nnaggenda uses painting techniques similar to the 

Expressionists, as well as borrows formal qualities from 

Expressionist art, particularly that of Munch's The Cry 

[plate 21]. While Nnaggenda uses a similar form to the 

central figure of The Cry, he reinterprets it with opposite 

meaning. Munch's figure is isolated from his environment, 

while Nnaggenda's is a part of his environment. 

Spirit is a second interpretation of the story of 

Kintu. It is a less literal representation than Herdsman; 

instead, Nnaggenda more overtly expresses man's 

relationship with his environment. 

Nnaggenda describes this painting as representing a 

Bugandan legend about a spirit within the forest.64 As many 

Baganda believe Kintu went off into the forest rather than 

dying, it can be interpreted as a representation of the 

legend. 

In the middle of the forest, a head rests atop a 

flowing bluish-white form, with a ghost-like quality. On 

either side, trees are represented as round forms atop 

64swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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alternating blue, red and white lines, representing their 

trunks. The tree trunks share movement in sync with the 

figure. At both bottom corners, are round green forms, 

further emphasizing that the figure is in the midst of the 

forest. This also indicates that the point of view is from 

above, from a parting in the trees. 

It contains many similarities with Herdsman [plate 5], 

and takes many of the ideas a step further. Like Herdsman, 

Spirit shows the relationship between man and nature, 

connecting the three realms (those of divinity, the Baganda 

and the spirit world). The relationship between the realms 

in Herdsman is one of a more spatial relationship - that 

the relationship exists is the result of the painting's 

composition. In Spirit, this is the result of content in 

addition to composition. The spirit moves upward in sync 

with the trees toward the realm of divinity. This is 

further indicated by the blue at top of the spirit's head. 

In the head, one eye features the iris while the other 

is blank, representing both the inlook and outlook. The 

figure gazes outward, while allowing the viewer to gaze 

inward, indicating that the scene is as much a part of the 

spirit's inner world as its outer world. 

The free brush strokes and personal interpretation of 

the legend of Kintu are consistent with the ideas of the 

Expressionists, who placed a primary importance on the 
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expression of emotions. The expressionist influence is also 

apparent in the direct relationship between the figure in 

The Cry and the spirit. Whereas Munch uses his figure to 

portray an individual isolated and agitated with his 

environment, Spirit uses the form to show a figure at peace 

with and integrated into his environment. 



-~--------------~ -~~-----

The Land 
[plate 15] 
gouache & crayon on paper, 19-3/4 x 25-1/2 inches 
1976 
signed, lower left 

Differing a great deal from most of the other 

paintings, The Land borrows heavily from European 

Caskey-64 

Expressionist painters to depict Nnaggenda's very personal 

vision of Uganda. 

Whereas most of the paintings in the collection can be 

characterized by broad, flat, overlapping planes of color, 

The Land differs through Nnaggenda's use of lines, rather 

than the interaction of forms, to create the action in the 

painting. The freedom with which the lines were drawn and 

the paint was applied indicate the influence of 

expressionism. An example of the Expressionist influence in 

this painting is Nnaggenda's use of anti-naturalistic 

colors. The tree trunks are painted in bright oranges and 

blues, while a full spectrum of undiluted color can be seen 

in the leaves. 

In his close borrowing from the Expressionists, he 

also borrows the ideas associated with Expressionism, 

primarily the heightened sense of the emotional and 

personal. 

Nnaggenda describes this painting as his portrayal of 

Uganda: uuganda is a tropical country with a lot of rivers, 

streams, clean water. So whenever I always have those 
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feelings of home ... Paradise kind of feeling." 65 In 1976, 

when this was painted, Nnaggenda was teaching in the United 

States and had not lived in Uganda for several years, so it 

seems natural for him to have an idealized view of his 

homeland. This is further indicated by the composition of 

the painting. The trees circle a lake, and are arranged 

with almost perfect symmetry, suggesting an ideal place. 

65swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 



Nature's Eyes 
[plate 16] 
watercolor on paper, 9 x 12 inches 
No date 
Unsigned 
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While The Land [plate 15] illustrates an idealized 

view of Uganda, Nature's Eyes uses the same type of anti-

naturalistic colors and forms to depict nature within a 

human being. 

A person's head is shown, but rather than hair, the 

round forms at the top represent trees. Within these trees 

are eyes looking outward. Underneath the trees an 

ornamental headband is shown, separating the trees from his 

face. This demonstrates the man's relationship with nature. 

The forest within the head reflects how man's outer 

world becomes part of his inner world, how a person becomes 

part of the forest and how the forest becomes part of the 

person. Nnaggenda says: 

I'm talking about the spirit of things. Together of 
man and nature. Trees, leaves, we sometimes go through 
them without seeing their life. We are around them and 
they are around us ••.• Eyes of a human being through 
eyes through nature, through woods. Having seen what 
is there, he becomes part of the forest.66 

The use of color indicates the highly personal view of 

nature that is offered. The purple of the trees comes down 

66swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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and is reflected in his face. The yellow splashes of light 

in the forest are also reflected in his face. 

In Nature's Eyes, Nnaggenda offers a slight variation 

of the theme of inlook/outlook. While the subject gazes 

outward, so do the eyes within the trees, so that the inner 

world looks outward. 



Maturity 
[plate 17] 
oil on canvas, 20 x 16 inches 
No date 
unsigned 

Caskey-68 

Man's relationship with nature also extends to the 

origin of man's life, which is what Nnaggenda alludes to in 

Maturity. In it, he examines where life begins and how it 

is at the core of every being. It also suggests the desire 

of man for woman. 

Maturity features an outline of a man's head and 

shoulders. Within the man's head, between his eyes, a nude 

woman is depicted. She is seen as faceless, with her hands 

behind her back, her legs spread open and her breasts 

clearly visible. This image of woman clearly symbolizes 

woman as the creator of man. 

Directly below her genital area is a third eye. 

Nnaggenda frequently uses the idea of a third eye to 

indicate a spiritual theme, but not a religious one. This 

eye gazes steadfastly forward, along with the man's two 

eyes. This suggests the woman is at the core of every human 

- she is the source of life and activity. This is further 

depicted by the outpouring of color that comes from the 

third eye. This band of color leaves the man's face through 

the dark slash that indicates his mouth, suggesting that 

the source of man's activity comes originally from the 
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woman, who is his producer. As we all come from woman, this 

becomes a part of the mind. 

Nnaggenda describes this symbol: 

In this world, the woman is on top, over the head with 
an eye. The eye is below the legs of the woman, which 
means that the woman is a symbolic point in life. As a 
whole human being, from where we all belong. To me 
that is a great symbol. I call it the holiest. If you 
abuse that situation, that is up to you, but it is 
meant to be holy as it is.67 

This is consistent with the idea of woman being revered 

primarily for her life-giving abilities. 

It also suggests a sense of desire on the part of the 

man, as suggested in a frequently used analogy of 

Nnaggenda's that he relates in his discussion of this 

painting: as Nnaggenda explains, "You wonder why people are 

buying sports cars and showing off. Who are they 

impressing? If you sit down and think you'll find the woman 

is in-between those. 11 68 Woman is at the core of man's mind, 

both as creator and object of desire. 

67swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
6Bswadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 



Child 
[plate 18] 
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watercolor and instant coffee on paper, 12 x 9 inches 
No date 
Unsigned 

The primary interest of Child is not in its subject 

matter or composition - it is perhaps one of the weakest 

paintings in the collection - but in the medium used. While 

the colored forms within the painting utilize watercolor, 

the brown used to paint the child's face is instant coffee. 

This use of medium was the result of the 

unavailability of materials at the time. Nnaggenda says: 

The university was run by the British. There is a time 
when the supplies were no longer coming. Confronted 
with a class of students without materials. As a 
teacher, I had to go to my house to see what could be 
used, and I came out with the coffee.69 

This is indicative of the life-affirming spirit of the 

Ugandans during the tumultuous period under the Amin 

regime. Rather than stop teaching and creating art, 

household materials were used so that these activities 

could continue. This is also indicated by the subject 

matter - a child, the person who will continue life. 

The painting bears many similarities with the others, 

particularly in the eyes. The eyes are a prominent feature 

of the painting and look directly at the viewer. And, as 

69swadener, interview with Nnaggenda. 
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with Self Portrait [plate 7] the face is muted in 

comparison with the clothing, suggesting a sense of quiet 

amidst a chaotic world. 



Mask 
[plate 19] 
oil on barkcloth on paper, 22 x 15-1/4 inches 
1973 
signed, bottom center 
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Nnaggenda's work as a sculptor is obvious in Mask, 

where, within the confines of two dimensions, he plays with 

the sculptural form of the mask. 

This is a technique he discovered while he was in 

Europe and saw a European artist translating a mask onto 

canvas. Nnaggenda differentiates himself from the Europeans 

who were doing this by his use of material. He uses 

barkcloth as the surface upon which to create this mask. 

The mask is portrayed in separate, stylized forms. 

Rather than using shadow or other illusionary techniques to 

create the feeling of three dimensions, Nnaggenda uses flat 

forms, each seen from a slightly different perspective, to 

create the multi-dimensions of the mask. While the eyes 

look forward, Nnaggenda adjusts the angle of the forehead 

and nose, so that it is seen at a different angle from the 

rest of the face. The line within the round form over the 

right eye suggests the movement of the bridge of the nose 

from frontal to profile. 

The movement within the face is also seen in the green 

circular form that extends from the left side of the mouth 
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around through the nose. This shows the actively moving 

planes within the face. 

Nnaggenda's stretching of the forms does not the 

destroy the symmetry traditional to African masks. Although 

they are slightly shifted, the two sides of the face still 

mirror each other. It is the movement between them that 

creates the action of the painting. 



Delusion 
[plate 20] 
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oil on barkcloth glued to plywood, panel 30 x 48 inches, 
painting 25-3/4 x 48 inches 

1970-72 
Unsigned 

All of the varied influences on Nnaggenda's work 

converge in Delusion, which depicts the multiple faces a 

person must have in order to confront the outside world. 

Cubism, the role of nature and the city, the inlook and 

outlook of man all meld together in oil on barkcloth to 

demonstrate the varied influences on a person. 

The painting has three layers of subject matter. In 

the background is a natural setting, shown by the grass and 

the sky and tree. The central layer is a screen, or 

barrier, reminiscent to the background of Prayer [plate 3]. 

Amidst the discordant background, at the center of the 

painting, is a face shown in two different dimensions. 

The two dimensions of the face indicate the different 

directions in which a person must face. The face on the 

right gazes forward with both eyes. The face on the left 

denotes the more spiritual side of a person. This is 

indicated by the blue color and the absence of an iris in 

his right eye. This is the figure who, while looking 

forward, is also looking off to the side, to the natural 

world in the background. 
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The depiction of the two faces is indicative of the 

influences that are apparent in the painting. The face on 

the left looks inward and to nature, while the face on the 

left looks outward. While Nnaggenda looks to the natural 

world and Baganda traditions for inspiration, he is also 

looking to Cubism and European art. This European influence 

is manifested by the multiple dimensions and facets 

characteristic of Cubism. 

The medium Nnaggenda uses also emphasizes the dual 

worlds in which his painting occupies. Oil is applied to 

barkcloth - the European influence converges upon the 

Bagandan. 

Through the crossing of cultural lines, from Bugandan 

to European, in Delusion, Nnaggenda depicts the different 

worlds he occupies. 



plate 1, The Inner Self, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
1975, oil on masonite, 30 x 24 inches. 
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plate 2, Protection, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
1967, mixed media (crayon wash with occaisional oil) on 

masonite, 23-1/2 x 24 inches . 



plate 3, Prayer, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
1971, oil on plywood, 55 x 46-1/4 inches. 
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plate 4, On Music, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
1967, oil on rnasonite, 23-1/2 x 24 inches. 
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plate 5, Herdsman, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
1968, oil on sugar paper (or oil on canvas glued to 

cardboard), 38 x 37 inches. 
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plate 6, Baptismal Transcendence, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
n.d., oil on barkcloth pasted on corrugated cardboard 

(barkcloth ripped and fixed), 41-3/4 x 25 inches. 



plate 7, Self Portrait, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
1975, oil on canvas, 20 x 16 inches. 
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plate 8, City Drowning, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
n.d., gouache, crayon on paper, 8 x 6-1/2 inches. 
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plate 9, Woman/City Victim, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
1974, oil on masonite; metal strip through the middle of 

the painting, 20 x 24 inches. 



plate 10, Nature, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
1975, oil on canvas, 16 x 20 inches. 
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plate 11, Woman in the Garden, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
June 5, 1971, oil on plywood (two panels), 55 x 94-1/2 

inches (L: 55 x 47-3/4 inches, R: 55 x 46-1/4 inches). 
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plate 12, Unity, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
c. 1971, oil on plywood (two panels), 94-1/2 x 55 inches 

(upper: 46-1/2 x 55 inches, lower: 48 x 55 inches). 
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plate 13, Administrator, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
1971, oil on plywood (two panels), 94-1/2 x 55 inches 

(upper 48 x 55 inches, lower 46-1/2 x 55 inches). 
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plate 14, Spirit, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
1971, oil on paper glued to masonite, 20 x 24 inches. 
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plate 15, The Land, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
1976, gouache and crayon on paper, 19-3/4 x 25-1/2 inches. 



plate 16, Nature's Eyes, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
n.d., watercolor on paper, 9 x 12 inches. 
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plate 17, Maturity, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
n.d., oil on canvas, 20 x 16 inches. 
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plate 18, Child, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
n.d., watercolor and instant coffee on paper, 12 x 9 inches 
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plate 19, Mask, by Francis Nnaggenda 
1973, oil on barkcloth on paper, 22 x 15-1/4 inches. 
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plate 20, Delusion, by Francis Nnaggenda. 
1970-72, oil on barckcloth glued to plywood, panel 30 x 48 

inches, painting 25-3/4 x 48 inches. 
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plate 21, The Cry, by Edvard Munch. 
1895, lithograph printed in black, 51 x 38.5 centimeters. 
Clarence Buckingham Collection, The Art Institute of 

Chicago. 
Reprinted from postcard ©1991 The Art Institute of 

Chicago. 
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plate 22, Les Demoiselles d'Avignon, by Pablo Picasso. 
1907, oil on canvas, 96 x 92 inches. 

\ 
\ 

Collection, The Museum of Modern Art, New York (lillie P. 
Bliss bequest). 

Reprinted from Norbert Lynton, The Story of Modern Art 
(Oxford: Phaidon, 1989), 53. 
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plate 23, Administrator [2], by Francis Nnaggenda 
n.d., oil on paper mounted on plywood panel, 20 x 16 inches 

(paper 14-1/2 x 9-3/4 inches). 



plate 24, Untitled, by Francis Nnaggenda 
1975, Welded steel, iron and bronze. 
Private Collection. 
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Appendix 

This version is based on a Luganda version published by Sir 

Apolo Kaggwa, the Katikkiro and first regent of the 

kingdom. He published five volumes of historical and 

ethnographic work between 1901 and 1921. His Basekabaka be 

Buganda (The Kings of Buganda), published in 1901, was the 

first indigenous history of sub-Saharan society written in 

an African language: 

Kintu wandered alone into the uninhabited country of 
Buganda accompanied only by his cow. He was met by a 
woman called Nnambi who came with her brothers from 
the sky. Nnambi took an immediate liking to Kintu, 
despite his unknown origins and barbaric ways (he ate 
only cow dung and drank only cow urine and did not 
know whence he came), and she told Kintu that she 
wished to marry him. After hearing of Nnambi's 
intentions, her father, Ggulu, ordered his sons to 
steal Kintu's cow and to take it to the sky. Then 
Nnambi invited Kintu to come to the sky and to find 
his cow and to take her away. When Kintu arrived, 
Ggulu subjected him to a series of difficult tests to 
see if he really was Kintu. He was told to consume a 
houseful of food, to cut firewood from solid rock, to 
collect a potful of water from dew, and to find his 
cow in Ggulu's large herd of cattle. Through his own 
cleverness and with the help of circumstances, Kintu 
performed each of these difficult tasks, thus proving 
that he was truly the heroic Kintu. Ggulu then 
presented Kintu with his daughter, Nnambi, to be his 
wife and provided the couple with everything needed to 
establish their home on earth: cows, goats, sheep, 
chickens, plantain, and millet. Ggulu told Kintu and 
Nnambi to depart quickly before Nnambi's brother 
Walumbe (Death) returned and he ordered them never to 
come back, even if they forgot something, otherwise 
Walumbe would want to go with them. Kintu and Nnambi 
immediately set forth on their journey. Along the way 
Nnambi remembered that she had forgotten to bring the 
millet for her chickens. When she informed Kintu he 
reminded her of Ggulu's warning and told her not to go 
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back. But Nnambi returned for the millet. When Ggulu 
saw her, he said: "Didn't I tell you not to come back 
for anything that you forgot and if you met Walumbe he 
would not allow you to go with Kintu alone?" Then 
Walumbe arrived and said that Kintu had taken away his 
sister, and he told Nnambi that he wanted to go with 
her. "All right," said Ggulu, "you may go with your 
brother Walumbe," and they left to rejoin Kintu. When 
Kintu saw Walumbe, he said, "We are not going to be 
able to manage him because he is mad (insane) ••. [H]ow 
are we going to cope with Walumbe? All right, we shall 
finish the journey with him." After Nnambi had given 
birth to three children, Walumbe visited Kintu and 
asked him for one of his children to serve as a cook 
and a household servant. Kintu refused, saying that 
otherwise he would not have a child to give to Ggulu 
as his "share" (ndobolo) of Nnambi's children. Walumbe 
went away and remained silent. After Nnambi had given 
birth to more children, Walumbe again asked Kintu for 
a child, and again Kintu refused. Walumbe then told 
Kintu that he would kill his children, but Kintu was 
puzzled and asked how he would kill them (because no 
one had died before). When Kintu's children began to 
die, Kintu went to Ggulu and complained about Walumbe. 
Ggulu reminded Kintu of his warning and said if Nnambi 
had not returned, Kintu's children would not have 
died. Ggulu then told Kintu to take back Nnambi's 
older brother, Kayiikuuzi, who would try to catch 
Walumbe and bring him back to the sky. Kayiikuuzi's 
first attempt failed, and Walumbe fled into the ground 
at a place called Ttanda. then Kayiikuuzi devised a 
plan. He told Kintu to order everyone to stay indoors 
for two days and to take their provisions with them; 
no one was to go out even to fetch water or to herd 
goats, and no one was to raise the alarm if they saw 
Walumbe so that Kayiikuuzi could catch him. Everybody 
did as they were told, except two young children who 
went out to herd their goats. When they saw Walumbe 
they cried out, and Walumbe fled back into the ground 
and went down beyond Kayiikuuzi's reach at the place 
called Ttanda. Kayiikuuzi was angry and told the 
children that they had done wrong. "All right," said 
Kintu, "if Walumbe wants to kill my children, let him. 
But he will not be able to finish all of them because 
I, Kintu, will always continue to beget more." When 
Ggulu heard this, he said, "So be it. Let them [Kintu 
and his children] stay below. You, Kayiikuuzi, will 
stay with us."70 

70sir Apolo Kaggwa, Engero za Baganda (Folktales of the 
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