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The struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting 

Milan Kundera  
1

Wandering around the world of Mulugeta Tafesse is an eye-opening journey. These sensual 
paintings feel close for everyone. Maybe we never visited these people and places in person, 
maybe we don’t know anything about their upbringing and background, but Tafesse makes it 
easy to meet them. They feel like old friends we never met.


What strikes immediately is the direct force with which the artist translates the European 
painting tradition into a universal language. Spiritually and aesthetically, he is connected to 
the heroes of Western art history from centuries past. His muted, soft colours, suggestive 
brushstrokes, and classical take on composition evoke a deep connection with realism and 
expressionism flirting with abstraction. The misty grey images can bring the protagonist very 
close to the surface or have them incorporated in the décor. This hazy way of veiling the 
depicted is very contemporary and creates an isolating atmosphere without making us 
voyeurs. Tafesse’s subject is deeply personal and intimate, but we are invited. Painting from 
memory scenes like snapshots from the mind enfold. It can be a portrait or an object, the 
artist breaths them all to live directly from his psyche. His African background adding layers 
and richness to stories about matters of the heart and mind. Tafesse’s work finds relevance 
and resonance in the way he embraces deep human themes like motherlove, mourning and 
loss and at the same time adding small, but insidious and sharp cuts pinching the colonial 
iconography. He combines the insight of a historian, the grace of an iconoclast, and the 
empathy of a social worker. The artist can merge personal and political significances with 
admirable ease right at the intersection of intellect and deepfelt intuitive emotions. The 
fragmented moments transcend political and social criticism to enfold the complexity of 
human existence in the modern world. 


By exploring what we lost these paintings show us what we can find if we look at what 
connects us, in suffering and resilience, mourning, healing and hope. Much like the poet 
Louise Glück describes it so eloquently: Do you know what I was, how I lived? You know what 
despair is; then winter should have meaning for you. I did not expect to survive, earth 
suppressing me. I didn't expect to waken again, to feel in damp earth my body able to 
respond again, remembering after so long how to open again in the cold light of earliest 
spring - afraid, yes, but among you again - crying yes risk joy in the raw wind of the new 
world.   Poetry can be activism. Authentic feeling can unleash a revolution. We lick our 2

wounds and go on with the unbearable lightness of being ourself. 
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