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NAFRICA — MASKS
(Memories & Identity / Men or Masks)
Curated by Simon Njami

PRESS RELEASE
A dialogue on colonial legacy, identity, memory, and the emancipatory power of contemporary art

Press viewing: 15 October 2025 6 January 2026

Open to the public: 16 October 2025

Hours: daily from 11:00 to 16:00 (closed Sundays and Wednesdays)
Venue: Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte, Naples

Curated by: Simon Njami

Texts by: Simon Njami

In the framework of the Napoli 2500 celebrations (artistic direction: Laura Valente), the
Municipality of Naples and the Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte (Director: Eike Schmidt) will
host the exhibition NAFRICA — MASKS, curated by Simon Njami and produced by Andrea
Aragosa for Black Tarantella. The project is realized in collaboration with the Italian Ministry of
Culture (Department for the Enhancement of Cultural Heritage), the University of Naples “Federico
IL,” the University “L’Orientale,” and MUCIV (Museum of Civilizations). The exhibition addresses
the unresolved roots of Italian colonialism in Africa, exploring the interconnections among
memory, identity, and the languages of contemporary art.

On the one hand, it revisits how African sculpture influenced early 20th-century art movements; on
the other, it examines the colonial narrative that deeply shaped Italian cultural history. From the
1922 Venice Biennale—where so-called “primitive art” objects were first displayed—to the grand
colonial exhibitions in Naples (1934 at the Maschio Angioino, 1940 at the Mostra d’Oltremare), the
exhibition highlights how “colonial ideology” harnessed the arts to entrench its imagery.

The central axis of the show is the work of the controversial Florentine anthropologist Lidio
Cipriani. His documented travels (1923—-27) in the Horn of Africa—through photographs, texts, and
polychrome facial casts—expose the scientific and cultural construction of the “Other,” the
“different,” the “Negro.” These materials, drawn from the Museum of Anthropology at the
University of Naples Federico II, are presented not as inert relics but as documentary evidence of
the ideological violence that underpinned justifications of slavery, segregation, and the 1938 racial
laws.

“Beside this unsettling visual archive,” writes curator Simon Njami, “twenty-five contemporary
artists—African and European—have been invited to ‘respond’ via new or existing works, thus
placing in dialogue two opposed registers: the reduction of the human face into a colonial object,
and on the other hand the reassertion of subjectivity through art. This is not a mere denunciation,
but a visual engagement capable of provoking in the viewer a deep and unmediated awareness,
what Jean-Paul Sartre called ‘the shock of being seen.” This exhibition is necessary. It paints a
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terrible image of the inertia of history and of how we remain incapable of learning from it. History
does not belong to a single people. It is the explosion of encounter. And if Nazi propaganda claimed
that history is always written by the victors, then the time has come to rewrite it. The exhibition is
structured like a visual book: each artwork, each archival document becomes a note or illustration
in a collective narrative still in formation. The goal is not to propose a singular moral or reading,
but to open a space of critical resonance, where art acts as a tool of exorcism and rewriting.”

Artists featured: Antonio Biasiucci; Assunta Saulle; Bruno Ceccobelli; Délio Jasse; Edson Chagas;
Euridice Zaituna Kala; Felice Levini; Férielle Doulain-Zouari; Gongalo Mabunda; Jean Lamore;
Maria Magdalena Campos; Mario Ciaramella; Maurice Pefura; Michéle Magema; Michele Zaza;
Mwangi Hutter; Myriam Mihindou; Pascale Marthine Tayou; Pélagie Gbaguidi; Theo Eshetu; Ugo
Giletta.

Envisioned as a traveling show, NAFRICA — MASKS is designed for evolution: new works, new
artists, and new contexts may join along its journey, stimulating renewed reflection and debate.

About the Curator: Simon Njami

Simon Njami is a curator, writer, and theorist of contemporary art, with a particular focus on
African and diasporic artistic practices. Born in Lausanne in 1962 to Cameroonian parents, Njami
has spent much of his career dismantling Eurocentric narratives about Africa and redefining the
boundaries of global art discourse. He curated the groundbreaking traveling exhibition Africa Remix
(2004-2007), shown in key international institutions including Centre Pompidou (Paris), Hayward
Gallery (London), and Mori Art Museum (Tokyo). He has served as artistic director of the Dakar
Biennale (Dak’Art) for several editions and is co-founder of the Réseau panafricain pour I’art
contemporain, an initiative supporting emerging African artists and curators. From 2013 to 2017,
Njami directed the Bamako Photography Biennale, radically renewing its curatorial approach. He is
the author of numerous essays, novels, and critical texts, and has collaborated with institutions such
as Musée Rietberg (Zurich), MACBA (Barcelona), Fondation Gulbenkian (Lisbon), and Musée
d’Orsay (Paris). Njami is also a frequent member of international juries (including the Turner Prize
and the Prince Claus Award), and leads curatorial workshops and educational programs across
Europe, Africa, Latin America, and Asia. His practice envisions art as a space of encounter among
languages, identities and divergent histories—inviting the overcoming of cultural stereotypes
through an open, dialogical curatorship.

On the Artists in the Exhibition

NAFRICA — MASKS brings together 25 contemporary artists from Africa, the diaspora, and
Europe. These artists confront colonial legacies, probe complex identities, and practice forms of
cultural resistance through diverse media—sculpture, photography, performance, installation.
Among the African and diasporic artists are Pascale Marthine Tayou, Miché¢le Magema, Maurice
Pefura, and others whose works explore themes of historical memory, the body, and identity
politics. The European artists, including Bruno Ceccobelli, Antonio Biasiucci, Felice Levini, and

Ugo Giletta, intertwine reflections on European historical memory with a critical gaze on colonial
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past and its contemporary consequences. Lastly, artists navigating between Africa and Europe—
such as Maria Magdalena Campos and Theo Eshetu—employ transdisciplinary practices to
interrogate hybrid identities and collective narratives. The plurality of voices establishes a powerful
visual dialogue, inviting the viewer to reflect critically on the colonial past and its traces in the
present.

Statements

Gaetano Manfredi, Mayor of Naples:

“NAFRICA — MASKS is a project of memory, responsibility, and perspectives on the future. To
retrace, through art, the traces of our colonial past means to confront a painful chapter of history
and to choose to transform it into knowledge and awareness. This awareness is especially for
younger generations: providing youth with tools to understand the complexity of the past means
making them agents of a more just, open, and solidaristic future. The collaboration among
Municipality, Museum and Real Bosco di Capodimonte, and Napoli 2500 under the artistic
direction of Laura Valente, testifies to the strength of institutions when they act together to build a
shared and open memory. This exhibition reminds us that art is not only beauty, but also civic
conscience: a means to understand who we are and to imagine, together, a more just, more
conscious, and future-capable society.”

Eike Schmidt, General Director, Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte:

“We are pleased to host at Capodimonte such an original project, through which Napoli 2500
confronts African culture and its indisputable influence on contemporary art—but also a past of
ideological horrors, from racism to colonialism, which must never be forgotten, justified, or
absolved. I thank Laura Valente, artistic director of the celebrations, and Simon Njami, a prominent
figure in the international curatorial realm, for inviting us into this reflection on the role of art—and
thus museums—in the reworking of a truly global history.”

Laura Valente, Artistic Director, Napoli 2500:

“We endeavoured to include in the Napoli 2500 celebrations a project that transcends
commemoration to become critical reflection, reinterpretation, and possibility of rewriting. Our
collaboration with the Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte—an excellence of Italian cultural
heritage—is both strategic and symbolic: it is in the loci of the canon that today it is urgent to open
fissures, raise questions, welcome new gazes. Simon Njami invites us to confront memories and
faces imprisoned in stereotypes, identities distorted by singular narratives. Naples, a city of
stratified memory and shifting identities, with this exhibition addresses the repression of Italian
colonialism and proposes itself as a bridge between our South and those of the world. A fertile
friction, restoring to art its deepest role: a space of confrontation and shared transformation.”

Andrea Aragosa, Producer, Black Tarantella:

“Masks are those worn by millions of women, children, and men who—seeking to escape
persecution, hunger, misery, and famine—risk their lives to reach a shore on this side of the
Mediterranean. A sea that brings knowledge, culture, and millennia of myths, but for too many
remains an abyss with no return. The memory of so many buried in that sea seems to revive through
the masks in this exhibition, which compels us not to forget.”
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For more information and press accreditation

Press Office, Municipality of Naples

Napoli 2500 Press Office: Michele Marangon, Lievito Consulting

Contacts: media@]lievitoconsulting.it | +39 349 504 9437

Press Office, Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte Francesca De Lucia + 39 3356358348

Websites:
www.capodimonte.cultura.gov.it
www.comune.napoli.it
www.instagram.com/napoli2.500/
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