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My Mother‘s Mother
Syowia Kyambi
Site-specific room installation, 2015
Wallpaper, laminate floorboards, tea cups, coffee cups, saucers
and sound
(l) 3.45meters by (w) 3.4 meters by (h) 3.18 meters
The contemporary German landscape presents a society concerned with maintaining income security. The main income earners
are still a majority of men. Women with the same career status
as their male counterparts still earn 20% less, it no surprise that
women take on the role of the main care giver; balancing career,
running an ‘effective’ household and being a ‘good’ wife. These
are all very real pressures of presenting happiness. The backdrop
of Germany’s history in terms of its response to the role of the
woman in traditional family structures seems to be persistently
influencing contemporary women.
Kenyan society is layered with the negotiation of traditional and
modern values. The differences of these values within the different groupings, the Western interpretation of what these ways of
being are, how they function, the African idea of what is Western
and what Western aesthetics are is constantly being negotiated
by Kenyan women.
The work My Mother’s Mother is a room installation that fuses
women’s voices from both German and Kenyan urban spaces,
living in the middle class milieu. The domestic references created
with wallpaper, floor laminate, curtains and ceramic cups symbolize both fragility and strength. Ceramic cups are found in both
public and private spaces and have a tendency to represent femininity in an aesthetic form.

First installation sketches in the artist‘s studio in Nairobi

The cups are suspended in the room at varying levels. Some are
attached to saucers, some are upside down, some cups looking
like they are sliding off of their respective saucers, some saucers
and cups are mis-matched pairs. The walls have three wallpaper
styles, one typical of a German grandmother’s taste, the other of
the mother’s taste and lastly the daughter’s taste, perhaps the
wall paper she found when she moved in. A curtain is in place
in one of the three doorways. The aesthetics of the curtain is a
typical style of what has become popular with the middle and
upper class milieu of Kenya. The floor is layered with a mix of
three laminate wooden colours that create an unbalanced effect.
The room has several spotlights creating shadows of the cups and
saucers on the walls and floor of the room.
This work includes voices from both German and Kenyan middle
class women, specifically women who associate with or are part
of the traditional heterosexual family ideology; wife, husband, with
one or more children. My interest is in the roles women ascribe to,

how they define themselves and how this connects to German and
Kenyan history.
Historically East and West Germany created a clear division for
women in the development of their self-identification. In the
former East however women were still required to take an active
role in the work force and as a result their self-identity formed
quite differently from their former West German counterparts.
In the former West Germany the propaganda of Kinder, Küche &
Kirche1 reinforced the old ideology for women belonging in the
kitchen with the main task of being a ‘good’ wife and mother,
placing ones own needs last, something many of us see in the
mothers of this time. These differences still resonate with many in
society today and the topic of women’s rights and equality is still
in tension with the woman’s domestic role in the contemporary
German system.
These stories are universal. Where has the development of
feminism left the contemporary European woman who chooses
to live within the normative family structure? The matriarchal
structures of African women in it’s coded context shouldn’t be
ignored simply because we don’t have a compass to engage it.
How does the past shape our future choices? Can we ignore the
voices of our mother’s mothers? Should we? How do we decide
what to hold onto?
Germany and Kenya is not so far apart in the role of women in
terms of their future aspirations. The ceramic cups in the room
carry voices of women’s thoughts, others hold the texts of the literature and connections I made during my research and interviews,
what your grandmother told your mother and what was passed
onto you. They represent the hand me downs of tradition, the heirloom, the signifiers of major life events of domesticating oneself,
building a home, creating a family, choosing to build a lifestyle.
Kenya’s colonial history shares a similarity with Germany’s 1930’s
Bride School2 programs; during the missionary invasion with the
development of schools, there was an agenda to educate potential
wives for African men who were trained on entering civil service.
These lessons were called Miss-hood lessons; with a subtheme,
Baby, Bath and Broom3. Only in the late 1950s did schools appear

for women beyond educating women on their role as a ‘good wife’,
one wonders how much the current gender politics in Kenya is
influenced by old Victorian gender ideals. Support systems for
children in Kenya’s traditional past was community based, all
adults around a child are responsible for this child’s well-being.
However in the urban settings of our contemporary times more
and more Kenyan middle class families are structuring themselves in alignment with Western ideology of the nuclear family. It is
unsure what shape the future adaptations these Western ways
of being will take. In general you will find that in the middle class
milieu, even though Kenyan women are satisfied with allowing
men to cater for their financial needs, the idea of keeping some
money aside for a rainy day is very much a trend mothers pass
onto their daughters. Women are taught to never fully rely on a
man. Kenyan women also face the universal social pressures of
creating a ‘happy’ home.
We all have aspirations for a better life that go beyond the basics
of food, shelter, income and love. Often the idea of what this life
should consist of is influenced by the consumer market, is governed by our educational and work environment and influenced by
political, business and social agenda’s. Thinking that we make
choices completely on our own accord is wishful thinking. Gender
issues are extremely coded and elusive to grasp in their entirety.
Women are the backbone of social structures and they in various
ways, hold varying degrees of influence, utilising often-subversive
approaches in the shaping of our lives. In the work My Mother’s
Mother you will hear a few voices that are content with their lives
but most are in a battle of self-preservation.
1 Or the 3 Ks, is a German slogan translated as “children, kitchen, church”. At the present
time it has a derogative connotation describing an antiquated female role model. The phrase is
vaguely equivalent to the English Barefoot and pregnant.
2 The Reich Bride Schools were institutions established in Nazi Germany in the late 1930s. They
were created to train young women to be „perfect Nazi brides” taught in Nazi ideology and educated in housekeeping skills.
3 In 1927, the Director of Education described as the three Bs, representing ‘baby, bath and broom’
to substitute for the Three Rs –writing, reading and arithmetic – that were deemed crucial skills for
boys (Trignor,1976:206).
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Rose‘s Relocation
Syowia Kyambi
Photographic Collage Series (i – v), 2015
Digital prints with golden frames
140cm by 38cm (5 frames of 28cm by 38cm each)
Rose’s Relocation is a new body of work produced for the FAVT:
Future Africa Visions in Time exhibition. In this work, Rose, the
character I invented for a previous work, Fracture (i) is struggling
with coping in her environment, has moved to a small town in
France. The collages portray her in this town with superimposed
images of memories of her mother’s home. A series of five works
are presented in a golden frame reminiscent of how a middle class
Kenyan household would frame images of their family members.
As much as living overseas is often seen as a great accomplishment, it also presents a great burden and feelings of isolation and
loss for many.
In Kenya and specifically the big cities there is a narrow viewpoint of what it is to be successful. Generally success is measured by materialism that stems from western capitalistic ideals.
This current construction includes a past value system based on
a communal identity, the result often creating violent and vulnerable circumstances. Syowia uses her history to explain what is
coming. Her works reference colonialism, as well as a reference
to transformation in our contemporary situation. It navigates the
society – the idea of what you should be or what you shouldn’t be,
how you present yourself and perceptions people hold on you.
Syowia uses photography to document objects that have personal
symbolism, often zooming in and highlighting details. This is the
core of her photographic process. These photographs in turn are

Rose‘s Relocation (i) {Metz Series} 2015, 28.2cm by 38.2cm

reconstructed and incorporated into the final installation and
performance works and most recently in the digital collage, Rose’s
Relocation.
In contemporary Kenyan society photography is a readily accepted material that spans across most economic and social sectors.
It is accepted because people connect with what they can easily
access. Photographs are part and parcel of the atmosphere of
urban and rural homes; they are in calendars, family albums and
displayed as framed pictures and art. Photographs penetrate
home life; they are a portal into a past time and ultimately create

feelings of nostalgia. Syowia reawakens this photographic connection with her use of black and white photographs within the
installation work Fracture (i) {Kouvola Art Museum, 2011, WIELS
Contemporary Art Centre, Brussels, Konsthalle Lund, 49 Nord 6
Est FRAC Lorraine, Metz, 2015}.
Part of this work characterises a contemporary woman named
‘Rose’, who wants to make it in the capital city. She comes from
Kirinyaga, a rural town near Embu1. Within the installation/performance of Fracture (i) is a slide projection of photographs referencing Rose’s memories of her mother’s home and it’s surroundings.
Rose is a typical consumer model for measuring success. Capitalism has created this person that you find often in cities and
around the world. A person struggling to keep up appearances,
obtain the latest gadgets and grapples with contemporary and
traditional value systems.
In Fracture (i), Rose dresses up for work, is barely able to greet
people, repeatedly falls down, and stumbles upon the remains
of broken bloodied ceramic vessels. She mourns the loss of her
culture and her identity and attempts to place the vessels into
some sort of order, propping them upright and grouping them.
At the end of the performance she faces the agony of her past,
forsakes the role she built for herself and accepts the feelings of
sorrow and agony. Through this process she is able to rediscover
her life.
The new work Rose’s Relocation takes the character a step further.
Rose has now not only moved from being lower class to middle
class, she is living the dream of being overseas. Yet here too as in
Fracture (i) she navigates her new European small town environment and is facing the pressures of materialism, family expectations and knowing her identity.
Written by Syowia Kyambi
1 Embu is a town located approximately 120 kilometres (75 mi) northeast of Nairobi
towards Mount Kenya.

Syowia
Kyambi
Miriam Syowia Kyambi (b.1979)
is a multi-media artist of Kenyan
and German heritage based in
Nairobi, Kenya.
Her work combines performance with impermanent and
permanent mediums including clay, sisal, paint and photography. Much of her work dissects and brings to question perception and memory. She examines how the contemporary human
experience is influenced by constructed history, past and
present violence, colonialism, family and sexuality.
Often the result is an orchestration that engages the viewer in
a dynamic process that leaves behind a powerful visual impression.
Syowia graduated with a Bachelor of Fine Arts degree from the
School of the Art Institute of Chicago, USA (2002) where she
resided for five years before returning to Kenya in 2003.
She has been the recipient of several prestigious awards and
grants including 2nd place in the UNESCO Award for the Promotion of the Arts; the Art in Global Health Grant from the
Welcome Trust Fund in United Kingdom; a grant from Mexico’s
External Ministry of Affairs; and commissions by the Kenya
Institute of Administration, the National Museums of Kenya
and the Art 4 Action Foundation in Kenya. Her work has been
shown in Belgium, Finland, Kenya, Mali, Mexico, South Africa,
and the United States of America.
by Nabila Alibhai

Lena Kroeker
Lena Kroeker holds an M.A. in
Historical Anthropology, African
Linguistics and Sociology from
Frankfurt University and a PhD in
Social Anthropology from the Bayreuth International Graduate
School of African Studies (BIGSAS). Currently she is a research
fellow at the Bayreuth Academy of Advanced African Studies
at the University of Bayreuth in the sub-project 3 on the Rise
of the Kenyan Middle Class. Her research project looks into
education and career, generational change, housing, social
security arrangements and the norms and values middle class
people live by. The current research is situated in Kisumu and
Nairobi.
Previous research activities included the care for HIV-positive
pregnant women in Lesotho and the experience of rejection of
people living with HIV in Mali.
Selected publications:
Kroeker, Lena. (2015) In between Life and Death – Decisionmaking of HIV+ Mothers in Lesotho. Münster u.a.: LIT-Verlag.
Kroeker, Lena. (2014) Kenya’s emerging middle class(es),
European Association of Development Research and Training
Institutes (EADI), Bonn. Online Source.

Erdmute
Alber
Erdmute Alber holds the chair in
social anthropology at the University of Bayreuth. Her research
areas include political anthropology as well as the anthropology of kinship. Her main focus
is on the overlapping field of both. The regional focus is West
Afria, as well as Kenya, where the research project “middle
classes on the rises” is located. She is the spokes person
of the research group “kinship and politics” at the center of
interdisciplinary research, university of Bielefeld. She is interested in the processes of knowledge production in and with
Africa.
Selected publications:
Alber, Erdmute (2015) Anthropological Perspectives on Care.
Work, Kinship and the Life Course. Palgrave MacMillan: New
York (with Heike Drotbohm).
Alber, Erdmute (2014) Soziale Elternschaft im Wandel. Kindheit, Verwandtschaft und Zugehörigkeit in Westafrika. Berlin:
Dietrich Reimer Verlag. 426 pp.
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In conversation with
Syowia Kyambi

Can you briefly explain your project/research and your approach
to this?
Syowia Kyambi: I’m interested in the role of women in society and
their impact on social structures and their personal struggles
with this. I found it more useful to spend time in Germany looking
at Germans, rather than spending time in Germany looking at
Kenyans…. So in an awkward way I started to research the history
of how to be female has been presented in Germany and how
historical moments and personal codes of conduct have affected
women’s lives and how this influences what they think of their
roles today. Naturally a lot of my research ended up in the areas
of literature and sociology. I also interviewed women asking them
what they thought of this. Some of these voices are part of the
room installation presented in the exhibition. I applied a similar
approach to Kenya. Both counties had a history of “Bride school”
or “Misshood lessons” I see this as a continuation in my overarching interest in perception and investigation into gender studies
and history.
Which format/method did you choose as the way of researching/
communicating your findings or questions?
SK: I looked up books, journals from Jstor and the university
library in Bayreuth and the British Institute of Eastern Africa
library, National Museum Library and the National Archives and
also talking to women and researchers in Germany and in Kenya,
cities of Steinbach, Dresden, Hamburg, Bayreuth, Nairobi, women
of varying ethnic backgrounds but all functioning within middle
class milieu realm.

How did the cooperation with your partner (artist/ scientist) influence you in your thinking about your project?
SK: My project isn’t directly connected to a specific partner. At the
beginning of the process we simply started to meet in Nairobi to
talk about the project in general really more like an introduction
to each other and the overarching idea of what is middle class in
Kenya and what would we as artists be interested in doing. During
the residency in Bayreuth in April the work became a little more
specific. Again it was meeting with Florian and Dieter and Erdmute
for general discussions and sharing ideas that took place. I also
attended an Icon Lab session which was a mix of people who were
coming from different projects. So it’s not really a one-on-one
cooperation that took place but rather a series of rather informal
meetings with different researchers who are already involved in
the middle class project. I always find it interesting talking with
sociologists, anthropologists, and researchers in general as a lot
of my practice and methodologies overlap in terms of theme and
approach, it’s just that our outcomes are in different formats. This
is the third project I’ve done in recent years where the overlap
between scholarly research and artist researcher have been
central. I think the collaboration between these disciplines, especially at an early age are important to develop rather than divide.
How do you think an interdisciplinary approach (Science and
Arts) like this can create new knowledge?
SK: I’m not sure there is such a thing as new knowledge, I think the
historic and global separation which takes place early on in our
educational structures between the arts and sciences is hindering
one‘s development. There are several overlaps in both research
approach and analysis particularly beyond the practical and more
in the philosophical realm, or theoretical realm where the interaction of both disciplines feels really natural. It should be something
that can be supported at an early age in primary and secondary
school, rather than saying you are in science and you are in art
and the two only meet during mid-career only with opportunities
and projects such as this.

In conversation with
Erdmute Alber & Lena Kroeker

Can you briefly explain your project/ research and your approach
to this?
The sub-project ‘Middle Classes on the Rise‘ is interested in the
Future Visions of members of the middle class in Kenya and other
African countries. It contains an anthropological and a sociological wing. With the improvement of the socio-economic situation for parts of the African population we observe a growth of a
‘middle class‘ aside from the still existing poverty of the larger
part of the population. The people of the middle class are in a position to choose how they will use or spend parts of their income
beyond basic needs. This opportunity allows them to set priorities
concerning their lifestyle according to their plans for the future.
Erdmute Alber: Being interested in kinship and family biographies, I am interested in how far processes of class building are
influencing the way people live together and act in every-day life.
I am struck by the fact that in many households I visited in Africa,
people in diverse social and economic situations are living together. Using the metaphor of Miriam‘s art installation, I would say
that in contrast to many European middle class households, it is
quite normal in Africa that there are people living together who
are using very different tea cups – plastic cups, fine chinaware
and sheet.
I am therefore investigating, how different people in the same
household communicate and live their different Future expectation and , with and despite notable class differences within the
household. This, by the way, is an aspect that is not often targeted/analysed or often ignored in class theory.

Lena Kroeker: I am conducting individual guideline interviews on
how Kenyan middle class people secure their future. The middle
class is in this case seen as those who have an advanced ability
to mitigate uncertainties. Various institutional, familial and personal ways of planning ahead and supporting others are combined
to maintain a certain standard of living for oneself and those for
whom one cares.
Which format/method did you choose as the way of researching/
communicating your findings or questions?
EA: As an anthropologist, my approach is basically to accompany
a small number of people, by sharing their every day activities and
being present at their household. I have been working together
with some households and families for a long time so that I can
hence reckognise changes that happened over a period of time.
LK: Individuals are approached and their network of dependents is
analysed. I use interview techniques as well as participant observations joining groups, church communities or households. The
product of my work will be in writing, even though I experimented
with some photographic ways of picturing futures aspirations.
Can you explain how the term “Future“ is reflected in your
project? How do you relate to the topic Future Africa and Visions
in Time, and did your idea of the terms change?
EA: In my anthropological notion, future is entailed in what people
envisage, plan, hope and do in their lives. My basic assumption is
that any human life is situated in time – more precisely, in three
dimensions of time: societal time, family time and personal time.
Same could be said concerning future: people have ideas about
the future of their society, be it political aims, aspirations or fears.
At the same time, they imagine, hope and fear a family future, for
instance the birth of children or grand-children, the wedding of a
child or having to care for their aging parents. And finally, people
are hoping, fearing and preparing their individual futures, make
plans, avoid decisions or invest in their education.

LK: Uncertainty is an immanent part of human life and of the
future in particular. I see the future as a continuum from the past
over the present to a time not yet experienced, yet, preparations
are to be made to secure well-being. Thus, earlier experiences
impact on how living conditions are evaluated and what material
and immaterial ways are needed to prevent and overcome undesirable situations in the future. Besides, arrangements are made in
the past and present to cushion those incidence that are likely to
happen. The future shows in the ways preventive means are put in
place.
How do you think an interdisciplinary approach (Science and
Arts) like this can create new knowledge?
EA: These questions could be answered together: I have met
Syowia Kyambi and James Muriuki a couple of time and explained
to them what we are envisaging with our research project. Jointly
we discussed our understanding of middle class and concluded
that each of us is working with a different approach having in
common that our products represent our ideas and perceptions
of the social world. Neither can my work do justice to the work of
artists nor can their‘s contribute to scientific work, however both
professions speak languages that are mutually comprehensive
and have the capacity to inspire the reflections and perceptions of
the other. We cherish the inspiring nature of the other but do not
intend to weaken the border between the two approaches.
LK: I assume that new ways of looking on social issues as well as
new ways of displaying findings result from this cooperation. As
scientists we merely confront our audience with text that abstracts multi-sensual life worlds. I wish to find alternative ways of
researching /presenting /performing our art work.

