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Introduction
In November 2010, in an empty classroom at the back of Maputo’s National School of 
Visual Arts (ENAV), graphics teacher Celestino Matavele blew the dust from a yellowing 
35 mm slide and held it up to the window. Squinting in the light, we made out a series 
of five posters, propped on benches against a backdrop of formal drapes. In tiny detail, 
we traced ribbons striped in the green, red, black and yellow of Mozambique’s flag 
winding across the surface of the works, and deciphered the Portuguese subtitles:  
‘A Nova Vida’ [The New Life]; ‘A Partido Frelimo’ [The Frelimo Party]; and ‘A Luta 
pela Paz’ [The Fight for Peace] (plate 1). The phrases gave a clue to the era and theme of 
the works: the optimism of a ‘new life’ promised by Mozambique’s 1975 declaration 
of independence from Portugal; ‘Frelimo’, the liberation movement which then 
assumed power under President Samora Machel; and the ‘luta’, an ongoing battle 
against attempts by South Africa-backed rebel group Renamo to destabilize Machel’s 
Marxist-Leninist government. These drew on a familiar lexicon for graphic designers 
in post-colonial Mozambique, who worked in the service of a nation-building narrative 
that João Paulo Borges Coelho has termed the ‘liberation script’.1 The drapes in the 
background, however, located this designer in another geopolitical frame of reference. 
Matavele, who assumed the artistic name ‘Cejuma’, was one of over thirty artists and 
cultural workers in Mozambique who, over the course of a year, shared with me their 
recollections and reflections about art education in the socialist world. The slides were 
a precious visual record of the four years he had spent studying Graphic Design at the 
Benkov Republican College of Art in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, from 1982 to 1986.2 ‘These 
were my final works’, he recalled, ‘and they received the mark of “excellent”, the 
highest mark you could get.’3

In 1981, when Cejuma travelled to the Soviet bloc, he joined 72,090 other bursary-
holders from the global south who were also studying in the USSR and Eastern Europe, 
almost half of whom were from Africa.4 The scholarship programmes offered by 
the USSR, Cuba, Eastern Europe, and (to a lesser extent) China and North Korea, 
were among the most grandiose expressions of socialist solidarity with anti-colonial 
nationalist movements across Africa, solidarity which also took the form of military 
equipment and training, financial aid and diplomatic backing. Driven by both strategic 
interests to secure influence in the continent, and by Leninist ideals of anti-imperial 
internationalism, the scholarships, mostly in sciences, engineering and medicine, 
sought to prepare a technocratic elite for leading their newly independent countries, 
and having completed their studies, graduates from these programmes were compelled 
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to return to their homeland, where the state would allocate them positions in industry, 
schools, universities and government departments. The minority who graduated with 
arts degrees often returned to posts in art schools or cultural sectors of government, 
and so often went on to wield authority over policy decisions including arts funding, 
exhibition programming and art school curricula.

Nevertheless, art historians have largely overlooked the implications of these 
extensive pedagogic networks which brought African artists into close relation with the 
socialist world in the second half of the twentieth century. Broader histories of artistic 
negotiation with socialism in Africa have been enriched in recent years by the work of 
scholars including Delinda Collier5 and Nadine Siegert6 in Angola, and Kate Cowcher7 
in Ethiopia. Histories of African students studying in the USSR have been expanded 
by Constantin Katsakioris and other researchers at the Sorbonne’s ELITAF project,8 in 
their documentation of both the broader geopolitical landscape and the trajectories 
of individual students. The legacy of the Soviet training for cinematographers such as 
Ousmane Sembène, Abderrahmane Sissako and Sarah Maldoror have been insightfully 
explored by Josephine Woll and Lindiwe Dovey.9 Still to be addressed in depth though, 
is what transnational socialist education meant for visual art and artists in Africa.

These educational opportunities came at a time when artists and cultural  
policy-makers in newly independent nations were embroiled in intense debate over  
the directions that art should take in a post-colonial society. Training in the socialist 
world offered artists a path for developing a decolonial creative practice that was no 
longer beholden to imperial canons, and a route to cultural professionalization that 
bypassed the former metropole. Through fine art and graphic design programmes, 
students accessed techniques, materials and opportunities which they deployed with 
a powerful artistic and intellectual energy to develop new networks and aesthetics. 
However, pedagogic aid also brought with it a specific range of power relations. 
Presupposing superior knowledge and technology, Soviet narratives framed the USSR 
as the noble benefactor, the teacher, and Africa as the grateful recipient. In practice, 
art students often decried the ideological and bureaucratic constraints of programmes 
that imposed specific limits on their practice and sought to reproduce dominant 
Soviet values. Art students passing through these programmes encountered liberatory 

1 Cejuma, series of five 
posters, 1986. Airbrush on 
paper. Photo: Courtesy of the 
artist.
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opportunities, but they also confronted institutional structures with axiomatic canons, 
rigid cultural hierarchies, and specifically defined understandings of the role of art and 
artists in a post-revolutionary society.

This essay explores students’ creative responses to these Soviet aesthetic 
epistemologies. It does so through analysis of the specific work and experience 
of Cejuma and his cohort, as they navigated the pedagogic routes that bound 
Mozambique’s national project to the socialist world. Tracing individual itineraries 
from the early years of socialist cultural policy in Maputo, through the Design and 
Graphics programme at Benkov College, and back to a post-socialist Mozambique, 
it examines the competing epistemic values which underwrote the students’ art 
education. I argue that although the scholarships sought to produce a metanoia in 
the students, transforming them into a generation of ‘new’ artists who would follow 
a particular creative and political practice on their return home, these itinerant 
educations also spawned a network of aesthetic exchanges and positions which would 
survive, appropriate and resist geopolitical paradigms.

Art Education in Independent Mozambique
Celestino Matavele was born on 10 April 1959 in Chirrime, a small settlement in 
Mozambique’s Gaza Province. His primary school did not offer art lessons, but he 
recalled an early inclination to draw, filling notebooks with images copied from 
magazines and newspapers. ‘It was really my vision, my dream to be a designer’, he 
remembered, ‘it was something inside me that I wanted to do.’10 Having finished basic 
school, he tried unsuccessfully to find a place at both the general school in Xai Xai and 
a commercial school in Maputo, before a friend suggested he should sit the entrance 
exam for the recently opened Centro de Estudos Culturais [CEC, Centre for Cultural Studies]. 
‘I passed easily’, he said, ‘so I did my studies there, and they said I was one of the 
best students’.11

The CEC was created in 1976 and opened in May 1977 as one of the first 
initiatives of the new government’s ‘Cultural Offensive of the Working Classes’, 
outlined a month earlier at the Third Party Congress. In the wake of independence, 
this ‘offensive’ sought to delineate and deploy a new national culture that would 
unify and decolonize the collective consciousness. To this end, the CEC promised to 
‘revitalise and to educate communities’,12 and offered training in creative arts, dance, 
music, theatre and cultural heritage ‘within a Marxist pedagogy and aesthetic’ that 
would form ‘leaders suited for the realisation of artistic and cultural work, in the 
revolutionary perspective of art at the service of the people’.13 The problem of defining 
a unified ‘art of the people’ was articulated in binary terms, as a dialectical struggle 
between bourgeois and popular art, between commercial and public art, between the 
individual and the masses, and between the dead weight of tradition and a bright new 
future. The result was a focus on didactic art that was ‘by the people, for the people’, 
and to this end, the CEC promised to ‘energetically fight […] the bourgeois conception 
of art for art’s sake’.14

The initial years of the centre were fraught with staff shortages and a lack of 
materials and space. A report by the Direcção Nacional de Cultura in May 1979 outlined ‘the 
necessity for a rapid training of leaders for cultural dynamisation’,15 and described 
the difficulties faced by teachers at the centre, proposing that no further students be 
admitted until adequate conditions were found. Due to a lack of local art teachers, 
international solidarity workers [cooperantes] initially formed the majority of teaching 
staff at the CEC and ENAV (the National School of Visual Arts which devolved from the 
CEC in 1983) (plate 2).16 Victor Sousa (1952–2017) was the first Mozambican teacher 
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at ENAV. He remembered a cosmopolitan faculty: ‘there were Bulgarians, Germans, 
Portuguese, Soviets, from socialist countries […] we had Cubans, Latin Americans 
like Brazilians, and Europeans’.17 These volunteer art teachers were usually posted 
on two-year contracts, and the programme was to be phased out as Mozambican 
trainees entered the workforce. Teacher training was therefore given high priority, and 
graduates of the Schools of Visual Arts, Music and Dance were expected to disseminate 
their skills throughout the community rather than develop individual careers. 
ENAV aimed to eventually replace all foreign teaching staff with Mozambicans, and 
international scholarship programmes were considered a critical tool for nationalizing 
the workforce in this way.

The Bolseiros
During the war of liberation (1964–74), the Front for the Liberation of Mozambique 
(Frelimo) sent students to Socialist countries primarily for military training, although 
a few students trained in health or education and returned to assume those roles 
in the communities, helping to establish cooperatives.18 After independence, the 
focus of the programmes shifted to technical and vocational areas such as medicine, 
engineering, social sciences and agronomy. Because Frelimo’s early discourse on 
culture had framed the discipline of fine art as a bourgeois diversion, art education 
was low on the government’s agenda, beyond the limited provision offered by the 
CEC. Prior to independence, most opportunities for art education had been in Western 
countries: the painter Malangatana (1936–2011), for example, studied ceramics and 
printmaking in Lisbon on a Gulbenkian Scholarship from 1971 to 1974, and artist 
Victor Sousa undertook a correspondence course in 1972, with a Brazilian university. 
However, in the early 1980s, Graça Machel (then Minister for Education and Culture) 
and her brother Gabriel Simbine (Director of the CEC) managed to secure a number of 
scholarships for visual arts training in socialist states.

In 1981, a group of twenty CEC students were selected by Simbine to meet with 
a Russian representative. Following a series of exams which assessed their aptitude, 

2 Escola National de 
Artes Visuals (ENAV), Rua 
do Bagamoyo, Maputo, 
Mozambique, 2010. Photo: 
Author.
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physical health, and psychological suitability, seven students were selected to 
become the first Mozambican bursary holders (or bolseiros) to study visual art in the 
Soviet Union: Gilberto Cossa; Domingo Chilengue; Judite da Graça Miranda; Calisto 
Namburete; Raimundo Macaringue; Constantino Júlio Matavele ‘Tisonto’ José Duce 
and Cejuma.

Subsequent visual arts bolseiros included Pais Ernesto Shikani (1934–2010) and 
Samate Machava (1939–2012), who in 1982 both undertook six-month fine art courses 
in Moscow. Dias Machlate (b. 1958) followed, spending six years studying art in 
Dresden from 1983, along with another Mozambican artist, Francisco Maria Conde 
(b. 1957), and seven Ethiopian students.19 Pedro ‘Dito’ Jeremias Tembe (b. 1960) also 
studied visual art in the German Democratic Republic (GDR), arriving with 150 other 
Madgermane labourers in 1985 to work at the Lederwaren Suede Factory in Schwerin, 
Mecklenburg. There, he negotiated with the Mozambique Embassy to attend a three-
year visual arts course at the Russia and Germany Friendship House in Schwerin, from 
1987 to 1989.20

Following their studies at ENAV, Pompílio ‘Gemuce’ Hilário (b. 1963) and 
Bento Mukeswane (1965–99) were sent with two others to study art in Kiev in 
1985. After a year of language tuition, Gemuce completed a BA in Fine Art at the 
Institute of Fine Arts of Kiev, and then an MFA at the Ukrainian Academy of Fine 
Arts, returning to Mozambique in 1993.21 The final Mozambican art students to 
take up bursaries through socialist channels were Carmen Maria Muianga (b. 
1974) and Marcos Bonifácio Muthewuye (b. 1972). Both students at ENAV, they 
were selected for bursaries by the school’s director Estela Teixeira, and travelled to 
Cuba to study at the Instituto Superior de Arte in Havana, from 1991 until 1995.22 
Carmen specialized in printmaking, and studied with artist Belkis Ayón (1967–99) 
and printmaker Agustín Bejerano (b. 1964). Muthewuye also recalled two dance 
students from Mozambique (Augusto Coveillas and Maria Elena Pinto) and two 
music students (Jonathan Zamba and Amelia Matsinha), as amongst those who 
studied in Havana.23

Cuban and Soviet policies of internationalist solidarity with leftist and anti-colonial 
movements in Africa also enabled artists from other parts of the continent to secure 
training within these programmes. Many Angolan artists studied in Cuba, for example, 
including Jorge Gumbe (b. 1959), who graduated in Painting and Design at the Escola 
Nacional de Arte in Havana in 1989, and art historian Adriano Mixinge (b. 1968), who 
studied on the island for fourteen years, ultimately graduating in Art History at the 
University of Havana in 1993.24 Ethiopia’s diplomatic links with Russia predated the 
October Revolution, and art students had travelled to Moscow from the 1950s. Geta 
Mekonnen records that, between 1961 and 1974, fourteen out of 119 students enrolled 
at Addis Ababa School of Fine Arts were sent to study in Eastern bloc countries.25 These 
numbers accelerated rapidly under the Derg’s Marxist-Leninist government (1974–87). 
Bekele Mekonnen, Director of the Art School in Addis, studied at the Surikov Academy 
in Moscow for six years, beginning in 1987.

Students cited a range of motivations for accepting the bursaries. For Mekonnen, 
they offered a means of escape from Ethiopia’s oppressive political climate:

Socialism wasn’t that beautiful for people. It wasn’t a choice – it was imposed, 
so you had to tolerate it […]. For us, the youngsters who were thirsty enough 
to get more education and more civilization, especially higher education in art 
[…] the only narrow way of access to overseas was the Eastern bloc […]. It was 
not a destination by choice for study, just an exit to evacuate.26
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For Dito, too, the GDR offered an escape from Mozambique’s war-ravaged economy in 
the mid-1980s. ‘That was just at the time when things were getting bad, perhaps the 
worst time’, he recalled:

The objective was to go where everybody could have food and clothes. I was 
25 years old and for young people like me it was very important to have Levi 
Strauss jeans and go to discos. Those who went to Germany said it was very 
nice because there was music and chicken. It wasn’t important to know what 
we would do there, the most important thing for young people was just to 
leave the country […] here you could lose your life, you could get killed […] I 
left to look for a better life.27

Tisonto was enthusiastic about studying art in the USSR: ‘I was very happy’, he recalled, 
‘because here was a possibility to learn the rules. I was always very curious to know 
how to make a portrait, like I had seen in books and magazines […] this fed my 
curiosity’.28 Raimundo remembered, ‘I just wanted to study abroad – I didn’t mind 
where’.29 Gemuce was more hesitant, recalling how: ‘we didn’t choose to continue our 
studies in the Soviet Union – it was more like a mission – say a state mission’.30

Baiane Langa of the Ministry of Education Bursary Institute (Instituto de Bolsas de 
Estudo) described to me how they prepared the selected students for their travels by 
running a series of information sessions and film screenings about life in the USSR:

Our knowledge of these countries wasn’t very broad […] [but] we trained 
people to know what a country would be like, that it would be cold, and that 
people are like this, and so on […] [and] above all to maintain a focus on study, 
study, study! To work hard and then come back and develop the country.31

Tisonto watched a film about life for students at the Russian consulate, but remained 
apprehensive, believing that ‘the USSR was a powerful country, good for weapons 
and war, and nothing more […] we didn’t think we would find men who talked 
about art! Some people said we’d be made into troops and die there’.32 Cejuma was 
more enthusiastic:

I didn’t know much at all. I knew it was a socialist country, which at that time 
was accumulating land across the world. It was in the time when socialism 
was really ascendant […] I had heard people talk about the União Soviética, 
the USSR and I thought ‘I am going to be there!’ It was marvellous. I went there 
prepared with the idea that this country could really teach me something.33

People’s Friendship
On arrival in 1981, the seven Mozambican students were sent to a preparatory faculty 
in Moscow, where they completed a ‘very difficult’ year-long Russian language course. 
Cejuma recalled the excitement of visiting Moscow’s museums in the first year, but 
also a sense of dislocation: ‘we were foreigners, and in the place where we lived we 
didn’t have much connection with the Russians’.34 Similarly, Tisonto remembered that 
‘in the beginning we felt a little lost’.35 After the first year, Cossa and Calisto remained 
in Moscow, and the other students enrolled on the Design and Graphics degree 
programme at Tashkent’s Benkov Republican College of Art.36

Tashkent opened possibilities for closer friendships, as Cejuma recalls: ‘when 
we entered into the art school, we got to know them, and we realized that we were 
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alike’.37 During both Soviet and post-Soviet eras, Uzbek national rhetoric relied heavily 
on narratives of ‘People’s Friendship’ and hospitality.38 During the Second World War, 
the country had received hundreds of thousands of refugees and orphans from the 
European Soviet republics, including many artists and cultural workers who would 
play an important role in developing art education. Offering the only higher-level art 
education in Central Asia, the city attracted students from across the region, adding to 
its cosmopolitan character.39

The Tashkent students all described the close friendships which they eventually 
developed with Uzbeks and Russians: ‘we got used to their curiosity to have 
Mozambican friends’, said Tisonto; ‘they brought us to their houses, and their families 
welcomed us’.40 Cejuma similarly remembered:

Our professors were great friends – we went to the ateliers where they worked – 
we would stay the whole day there, talking, eating, and drinking. People cried 
when we left. They hadn’t believed that one day we would go.41

The intensely international character of the bursary programmes opened possibilities 
for a broad global community, and the bolseiros also developed close relationships with 
the other African students in Tashkent. Tisonto remembered friends from Angola, 
Guinea Bissau, Cape Verde, Algeria, Tunisia, Mali and Nigeria, and described how 
this community of African students would meet in secret, on arranged dates. As new 
students arrived from Africa, they would help them settle:

In each year more arrived, so the old ones received the new ones from our 
country, Mozambique, and introduced them to the other students, from 
Algeria, Nigeria, Tunisia. We always had this type of exchange between us. 
Not just art students – all types of students.42

Tisonto remembers, ‘we were there at the same time, in the same room, we shared 
the same jokes!’43 ‘Yes, we were like a family, like brothers’,44 recalled Cejuma. Together 
they discussed plans for their return to Mozambique.

The friendships forged by the bolseiros with other students and with the local 
population in Tashkent offer a window into the alternative transnational networks 
which formed under the official radar of international solidarity. The bolseiros’ accounts 
describe the emotional, affective bonds which shaped communities from the ground 
up, regardless of ideological affiliation. These networks offered students the possibility 
for a form of solidarity that often functioned in spite of, rather than because of, state 
interventions, and that would endure long into the post-socialist era.

Pedagogies
Students on the Design and Graphics programme took general modules in History, 
Chemistry, Mathematics, Physics, Political Education and further Russian language, but 
devoted the majority of their time to technical training. Specializing in Graphics, they 
studied techniques of realist painting and graphic design under the supervision of their 
tutor, artist and graphic designer Victor Alexeivich Lebedev. Initially, these techniques 
presented the Mozambican students with a major challenge, as the disparities in their 
prior art education became apparent. ‘The Russians had learnt design from infancy, 
they had grown up knowing how to draw, to work with watercolours, gouache, clay’, 
recalled Tisonto, ‘but when we arrived there, we didn’t know how to hold a brush, we 
were completely lost’.45 Cejuma remembered the tutor’s initial response to his earliest 
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work as ‘you know nothing – you are at zero – I don’t know how I am going to work 
with you’.46

‘We felt very depressed’, Cejuma recalled, ‘but in us there was a bigger will to 
work.’ The ‘Russian standard’ became a baseline for the students, who spent their 
first year at the Institute observing other students and practising techniques of colour 
mixing and painting. Cejuma described their gradual alignment with the aesthetic 
criteria of the programme:

By the end of the first year we understood how these processes worked […] 
it took the greatest effort for us to get there […] but by the second year we 
were much closer to the Russians in terms of how we worked […] by the 
third year there really was no difference in design or in painting – we were 
totally equal.47

Tisonto also recalled, with satisfaction, that they eventually achieved technical 
equality with the other students: ‘by the end of the course, it was difficult to say this 
one here is African, this one here is European, or this one here is Mozambican, that 
one there is Soviet’.48

The Art History syllabus was oriented in similarly Russo-centric terms, with 
a focus on the history of Russian socialist realist painting. Raimundo recalled the 
omissions in the curriculum:

It was like the USSR was the entire world! They didn’t even know where Africa 
was. We only studied Russian artists, the ones they had consecrated, not the 
others. The Minister of Culture in Moscow had said we need to study their 
portraiture, their history, their artists. The Uzbek artists weren’t considered 
important to them.49

The strictest Marxist-Leninist approach held that nations, like classes, would dissolve 
with the onset of communism,50 but the idea of the nation remained embedded in 
Soviet thought and the very notion of a homogenous Uzbek identity was in fact Soviet 
in origin. The region had long been host to diverse populations, and was occupied by 
three feudal city-states and various nomadic ethnic groups when the current borders 
were drawn by the USSR in 1924.51 The Soviets approached the challenge of defining 
a unified Uzbek national identity from these disparate groups by promoting Stalin’s 
notion of ‘the construction of culture national in form and socialist in content’.52 
Ultimately however, policy and teaching in the Soviet Uzbek Republic promoted 
Russian culture as the exemplary paradigm, suggesting that, as Laura Adams argues, 
‘it was the role of the culturally superior Russians to bring the Uzbeks forward so they 
could join the modern world’.53

This approach resonated in significant ways with Mozambique’s colonial history. 
The Soviet Union had rhetorically avoided the obvious contradictions between its 
anti-colonial rhetoric and its territorial ambitions by declaring itself ‘a multi-layered 
“voluntary” union of republics’,54 as opposed to an empire. In many respects the 
Soviet Union’s brand of colonialism was significantly different from European models, 
for example in terms of the large-scale development programmes initiated in the 
Soviet Republics.55 Nevertheless, the state’s promotion of a cultural hierarchy which 
privileged the metropole’s modes of production over those of the periphery also bears 
remarkable resemblance to the ethnocentric discourse that underwrote Portuguese 
colonial policy. Both promoted a form of nationalism characterized by Benedict 
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Anderson as ‘official nationalism’, a homogeneity imposed from above through state 
action, of which ‘Russification’ was paradigmatic.56

The fact that Cejuma’s final degree works were awarded the highest mark, 
‘excellent’, reflects the extent of the labour he undertook to reach this ‘Russian 
standard’, and suggests an eventual aesthetic and technical alignment with the values 
of the institution. In one sense, this pedagogic process can be understood, in Bourdieu 
and Passeron’s terms, as ‘symbolic violence’, in that it implies the imposition of  
‘a cultural arbitrary by an arbitrary power’.57 This action, they argue, is one of 
‘imposing and inculcating a legitimate culture’;58 the transmission and reproduction, 
in other words, of political, ideological and cultural hegemony. Nevertheless, the 
bolseiros navigated the pedagogic landscape on their own terms. While Cejuma admired 
the oeuvres of prototype socialist realist artists such as Ukrainian Ilya Repin (1844–
1930) and Russian landscape painter Ivan Shishkin (1832–98), he also spoke of his 
debt at the time to the work of Wassily Kandinsky (1866–1944) and other abstract 
artists who fell outside the bounds of the curriculum. Unconstrained by the legacy 
of Russian realist painting, Cejuma instead deployed his training to develop a future-
oriented aesthetic that was unencumbered by the weight of tradition. This approach 
echoed Frelimo’s vision of a new culture which effected a radical rupture with the past, 
a position which owed more to Maoist cultural policy than it did to the conservative 
traditionalism of Soviet socialist realism.59

Socialist Realism
While the students knowingly navigated the structures of a Russo-centric cultural 
hierarchy, their interactions with the political frameworks of socialist realism were more 
ambiguous. Interpretations of the somewhat vague criteria outlined at the first Congress 
of the Soviet Writers’ Union in 1934 that art must be ‘realistic in form and socialist 
in content’60 fluctuated over time, and by the 1970s, Soviet artists were increasingly 
challenging the boundaries of permissible visual practice. By the time the bolseiros had 
arrived in Tashkent in 1981, the foundations of socialist realism, like those of the Soviet 
state, were in the process of disintegrating. The death of Leonid Brezhnev in November 
of that year marked a turning point in Soviet policy, and the increased honesty permitted 
under Gorbachev’s perestroika opened opportunities for artists to engage with religious 
subjects and a greater degree of social critique.61 Nevertheless, Raimundo remembered 
the strict aesthetic parameters of figuration at the Tashkent school:

We couldn’t just draw in any manner, any composition. When we arrived, 
we were taught not to work in an abstract way. It wasn’t worth the trouble to 
do this. I don’t know what would have happened. If you wanted to represent 
animals, you had to show animals, you couldn’t show anything else.62

Cejuma recalled that, while his tutors in drawing and painting offered strictly 
figurative instruction, his graphic design tutors allowed him more freedom to choose 
his own style and subject matter. ‘I could make whatever kind of poster I wanted to 
[…] we could also work in an abstract way’, he recalls, ‘but I liked realism […] I really 
wanted to make something that looked real’.63 However, while Cejuma recalled that the 
Institute’s students ‘could work in any way, any style [you choose the theme’,64 it was 
inconceivable for him that this theme might include social or political critique:

It would have been complicated to do that. If it was a critical work, they 
wouldn’t have accepted it – it would have very painful consequences. It would 
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have been a real shock that people had those beliefs […] Nobody ever spoke, 
because they had a very, very deep system of communication. People were 
very afraid. There were people who would have felt this inside, but it was very 
difficult to express it.65

The apparent contradictions in Cejuma’s assessment of his creative freedom in 
Tashkent suggest a relationship with the ideological landscape that rendered overt 
censorship unnecessary. Laura Adams has described how state control over the arts 
was welcomed as a means of safeguarding Uzbekistan’s cultural standards against the 
degradations of popular culture, so ‘censorship was embraced as the guarantor of stable 
values and a constructive humanism’.66 Rather than antagonism between the creators 
and the censors, such interventions in creative practice sought instead to propagate 
and internalize artists’ diligent collaboration with the authorities.67 While the students 
were able to assert and develop their own aesthetic positions through their work, 
positions which often ran counter to the dominant aesthetic epistemology, they also 
operated within entrenched institutional and political boundaries.

The New Life
To what extent are the tensions and ambiguities of Soviet training legible in Cejuma’s 
work? And to what extent did his work test the limits of the institution, and mark out a 
space uncolonized by the prevailing ideology? Rather than viewing his political posters 
as a cohesive expression of a particular pedagogy, I borrow David Craven’s terms to 
understand them as ‘an open-ended site of contestation […] [as] not merely a tool for 
political struggle, but by [their] very nature a location of ongoing political conflict’.68 
At a surface reading, Cejuma’s posters articulate a profound commitment to specific 
political communities, but closer analysis reveals a more complex map of affiliation. 
Understanding the more unresolved layers of the work as a site of struggle, I argue 
here that Cejuma’s work might lend new, unofficial perspectives to the histories of the 
scholarship programmes.

In technological terms, Cejuma’s dissertation work seems to provide a compliant 
articulation of a rigidly Soviet vision of international friendship and exchange. This 
transmission took place on a technical level, in that the college’s art teachers trained 
him to use an airbrush (he recalls: ‘I’d seen posters in this medium but it was the first 
time I’d used it. They taught me to maintain the pressure on the gun – it was very 
difficult to mix the colours’.69). In the Soviet context, this medium had a resonant 
history as an instrument of erasure, having been used by censors under Stalin to 
remove problematic figures from official photos.70

Images of Soviet internationalism also thread through the iconography of the 
posters. The red curtain across ‘A Nova Vida’ (The New Life) (plate 3) replicates the 
Soviet flag (minus hammer and sickle), and the recurrent five-pointed star reproduces 
the emblem adopted by the Bolsheviks in 1917, each point representing the five 
continents whose workers would unite under the Comintern (plate 4). ‘A Luta Pela Paz’ 
(The Fight for Peace) (plate 5), the final work of the series, zooms out to depict the flag 
springing from the globe in the form of a bird. Spread across the sky, its wings are 
marked with the term ‘peace’ in three languages: in Portuguese (‘Paz’) and English to 
the west and in Russian (‘Мир’) to the east.

The global perspective of the first (plate 6) and last (see plate 5) posters recollects the 
central place of space travel in the Soviet imaginary, particularly since Yuri Gagarin’s 
orbit of the earth in 1961. As Boris Groys has argued, Gagarin’s elevated vantage point 
offered the USSR, among other things, a visual and rhetorical metaphor for its renewed 
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project of alternative globalization during the 1960s.71 Following the 1957 Youth 
Festival, the emblem of the dove, and the terms mir [Мир, peace] and druzba [Дружбу, 
friendship], had also become central motifs of the new wave of Soviet internationalism 
and optimism, in place of older Stalinist iconography.72 Picasso’s ‘Peace Dove’ had 
become associated with the international Communist movement to the degree that 
in July 1953, UN delegates insisted on the removal of the work from the Panmunjom in 
Korea before they entered to sign the armistice ending the war.73 The official poster 
for the 1980 Moscow Olympics also featured a dove (plate 7), its curling ribbons and 
parallel lines prefiguring several devices in Cejuma’s design.

3 Cejuma, …mbique: A Nova 
Vida, 1986. Airbrush on paper. 
Photo: Courtesy of the artist.
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However, far from passively reproducing the demands of a pedagogic authority, 
Cejuma’s posters are emphatically oriented to an alternative political community, 
anchored by text, calendar and maps to the Frelimo Party, and the Mozambican nation 
state. He recalled:

Each student had to think of a theme for their defence. So I thought ‘what was 
really important to me at that time?’ We had just received independence and 
it seemed to us such a wonderful thing – the new flag we had, the new life we 
were building, how it was that we arrived at our independence […] this was 

4 Cejuma, Paz, 1986. 
Airbrush on paper. Photo: 
Courtesy of the artist.
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very important. It was a time of transition – it had a big impact. So I thought 
I’d address this theme […] the teachers didn’t know the contents of these 
messages, because they didn’t know Mozambique. I had the ideas – and my 
professors helped me with the techniques.74

While he recalled Russian air-brushed posters as his primary source, Cejuma’s design 
aesthetic also incorporated Frelimo’s tradition of political poster production.75 The 
dove, for example, had featured in Frelimo’s posters from as early as 1974 and became 
particularly prominent in poster designs during the early 1980s. Berit Sahlström notes 
that students at ENAV produced several posters featuring doves under Polish teacher 

5 Cejuma, A Luta Pela Paz, 
1986. Airbrush on paper. 
Photo: Courtesy of the artist.
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Lech Rzewuski (1941–2004), and cites a 1986 example from a Núcleo student in the 
form of the African continent, paralleling Cejuma’s design (plate 8).76

Cejuma’s nationalism was forged and strengthened within the Soviet Union, and 
gestures in the work hint at this affiliation to a distant homeland. In the first poster of 
the series (see plate 6), striped ribbons flare into space from Mozambique’s tiny spot 
on the globe, to describe the digits ‘25’ on a planetary scale. ‘De Junho’ confirms it as 
the date with particular prominence in Frelimo’s calendar: 25 June 1975 was chosen 
as the day of independence to mark the Party’s foundation on 25 June 1962. The 
number also references the start of the armed struggle on 25 September 1964, as well 

6 Cejuma, 25 de junho, 1986. 
Airbrush on paper. Photo: 
Courtesy of the artist.



Polly Savage

© 2023 The Author. Art History published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of the Association for Art History. 1093

as 25 April 1974, the date of the Carnation Revolution that ultimately triggered the 
independence process. While the posters’ elevated, panoramic perspective alludes to 
the internationalist actions that brought him to Tashkent, for example, it also performs 
a dislocation, a removal from these territorial geographies. From this transnational 
vantage point, Cejuma zooms back down to Mozambique. The rippling waves of the 
Indian Ocean (see plate 3) locate his future imaginary many miles away from doubly-
landlocked Uzbekistan. Within the language and media of the Soviet apparatus, 
Cejuma’s nationalism articulates a resolute particularism, a quiet negation of Russian 
universalist paradigms.

In tiny detail, in the birds’ eyes (see plate 5) and at the corner of the first work 
(see plate 6), Cejuma depicted the National Emblem adopted by Samora Machel’s 
new government from 1975, and slightly redesigned in 1982. Featuring a rising sun 

7 Official poster of the 1980 
Moscow Summer Olympics.
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flanked by an ear of maize and a sheaf of sugarcane 
bound in red ribbon, the crest is closely modelled on 
the banners allocated to each of the Soviet Republics. 
Crossed tools appear under a five-pointed star, but 
Mozambique’s crest features a hoe rather than a 
hammer, a reference to the peasant farmers who 
maintained food production during the country’s 
war of liberation, and an open book in reference to 
Frelimo’s drive to improve literacy. Across the hoe, 
still today, is not a sickle, but an AK-47 assault rifle, a 
potent reminder of the USSR’s material support for the 
nation’s armed struggles.

In his treatment of the Soviet and Mozambican 
flags, Cejuma enacts a gesture of disarmament, 
removing, or reducing to tiny scale, the instruments 
and weapons of state insignia. While the colours of the 
flags are transformed into sweeping graphic elements 
(plate 9, and see plate 5 and plate 6), the hammer and 
sickle are absent, and the prominent national crest of 
Mozambique is shrunk to minute detail, the AK-47 
barely legible. This gesture might be read as a critical 
desire for a less militant international engagement 
in Mozambique. While Eastern bloc support for 
Mozambique meant education and friendship, it also 
meant arms, and the obscene violence of Cold War 
conflict. In this sense, the Soviet icons of the dove, and 

the term peace, are exposed as a kind of double-speak, bound up in the oxymoron 
of ‘fighting for peace’. While the red Soviet flag inaugurates a utopian ‘new life’ 
in Mozambique, it is perhaps also a layer that conceals it, and that must be peeled 
away before the future can begin. Having traced the networks and geographies of 
Cold War conflict, Cejuma ends his itinerary with a call for pacifism and national 
sovereignty.

Returning
On arrival in Maputo in 1986, the Tashkent graduates were allocated teaching posts at 
ENAV (plate 10), roles they held until their retirement in 2021 (Cejuma and Tisonto) and 
2022 (Raimundo). They all described a restless energy for developing the art school: 
‘the socialist system had been really good at teaching us how to work’, remembered 
Cejuma. ‘This proved to us that we were comfortable as socialists, because our life 
was consumed by work, without caring about remuneration […] that dynamism also 
helped things a lot’.77 They soon found, though, that this discourse was out of step with 
the state narrative. Frelimo had undergone a profound transformation in the five years 
they had been away.

Despite close diplomatic relations and extensive aid, the Soviet Union never 
fully acknowledged Frelimo’s status as a vanguard party, and in 1981 had rejected 
Mozambique’s application to join the economic union of Communist countries, 
COMECON.78 By 1986, the year the Tashkent cohort returned to Mozambique, Mikhail 
Gorbachev had outlined the perestroika (reconstruction) programme of political and 
economic reforms and declared that the Soviets no longer had a formal interest in 
southern Africa.79

8 ENAV posters and 
students. ENAV 1983-2005 
brochure.
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Meanwhile, under the pressures of massive foreign debt, recurrent droughts, and 
the ongoing destabilization wrought by Renamo, Machel had decided in 1982 to start 
courting Western aid. In September 1984, Mozambique was accepted as a member of 
the IMF. On 19 October 1986, a plane carrying Samora Machel and forty-seven officials 
crashed in northeast South Africa, killing the president. Joaquim Chissano took 
over as president, and a year later the country embarked on a structural adjustment 
programme sponsored by the World Bank.80

In parallel with these dramatic shifts, Frelimo’s discourse began a retraction 
of the state from artistic production. The party’s policy on culture had come under 

9 Cejuma, Partido Frelimo, 
1986. Airbrush on paper.
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increasing attack in the early 1980s81 and in 1985, visual artists in Mozambique 
staged a protest demanding remuneration for the state’s appropriation of their work, 
arguing, in Cândido Nomburete’s words, that ‘they had been used to support the 
ideology of the state, without appropriate compensation and without their rights 
as authors’.82

The returning bolseiros were thus confronted by a profound ontological rupture; a 
sudden reversal of the cultural, aesthetic and discursive order, and a future imagined 
in radically different terms. Cejuma’s ‘new life’ had shifted in neo-liberal directions 
that left little scope for state patronage of the arts. Finding limited demand in the 
new economic order for the kind of political practice their teachers had encouraged 
in Tashkent, the three bolseiros focused instead on sharing their finely honed technical 
skills with a new generation of Mozambican art students.

Conclusion
In a 2006 article, Mary Anne Pitcher argued that, from the early 1990s, Frelimo and 
business interests have actively ‘erased’ the memory of Mozambique’s socialist past 
in order to build a new national identity of neo-liberalism.83 Forgetting is used in this 
instance as a strategy to navigate the transition from socialism, to foster international 
investment, and to restore the legitimacy of the state. While Frelimo has been actively 
‘forgetting from above’, she proposes that urban workers in Mozambique have retained 
the memory of promises made during the socialist period, and strikers and unions 
have been reviving the language of socialism in order to effect critique of the neo-
liberal economy and the erosion of their power.

Similarly, although many Mozambican artists remember the socialist moment 
in ambiguous terms, the Tashkent bolseiros shared an enduring commitment to ideals 
of solidarity and equality. While the end of socialism might have allowed for more 
diverse forms of artistic expression, it also fostered increased power inequalities.
Raimundo fondly recalled the utopian promises of Soviet socialism, and in his 

10 Cejuma and Raimundo at 
ENAV, Maputo, 2022. Photo: 
Alda Costa.
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2008–9 series Kuwoca addressed the theme of solidarity, his finely worked watercolours 
depicting intimate moments of community: a woman helping a bereaved friend with 
her laundry (plate 11), a group of fisherman carrying a boat (plate 12). ‘I’m talking of 
socialization and cooperation’, he recalled, ‘how neighbours help each other, and look 
after each other’. Cejuma also valued the egalitarianism of the socialist moment:

I liked the political system of communism […] it gave more value to life […] 
People would join together to make a social life, separated from consumption. 
Your salary would cover all your expenses – clothes, food, water, gas to cook 
anything, a house to live in, electricity, even for those people who lived right 
out in the remote forests – everybody had those things. It was marvellous […] 
In a capitalist country, they don’t want to know. It’s a fight of power – win if 
you can – while I have my big sack of money, that person over there who has 
nothing to eat can die. It’s not just.84

11 Raimundo, A Woman 
Helps a Bereaved Friend, 2009. 
Watercolour on paper. Photo: 
Courtesy of the artist.
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Rather than an ideology imposed from the top down, these students refigured 
socialism as a resource to critique the material inequalities of their present and 
imagine new futures from the ground up. In this way, Cejuma’s call for peace might 
be understood as a critical engagement with the claims and ambitions of socialist 
internationalism, and an enduring desire for a different form of socialism, a more 
intimate expression of solidarity.

Transnational art education placed Cejuma at the intersection of competing 
epistemologies, each of which sought to define a decolonial aesthetic for new 
African nations. His response, and the other oral histories and visual archives from 
this moment, show how the bolseiros navigated the expectations, parameters and 
opportunities of socialist art education in order to develop their own aesthetic 
practice. Rather than passively accepting their training, the artists actively and 
selectively drew a legacy from it. Through their itineraries, their communities, and 
their work, they negotiated a discrete position in relation to both a transnational 
collective project, and to Frelimo’s, a position galvanized by their hopes for the new 
life promised by the revolution.

Notes
This essay draws on my doctoral project, funded by the AHRC, 
and completed in 2017 at the Royal College of Art under the 
supervision of Ros Gray, Mark Nash and John Picton. Most 
interviews were carried out in Portuguese in Maputo over the 
course of 2010 – the translations are mine. I am indebted to 
Alda Costa, Alexis Wolton, Cejuma and an anonymous peer 
reviewer for their help with this article. Finally, deepest thanks 
to my interlocutors for sharing their time and recollections so 

generously – particularly Cejuma, Jorge Dias, Dito, Gemuce, 
Raimundo Macaringue, Dias Machlate, Carmen Maria Muianga, 
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