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In "Your Gaze Makes Me", Wendimagegn Belete explores cultural heritage and identity, 

storytelling, and ownership. Through a compilation of photographs from digital archives and 

physical objects, the artist raises questions about how history and identity are shaped, and 

who shapes our narratives. 

 

With his interest in the Ethiopian liberation from the fascist occupation forces during the 

Second Italo-Ethiopian War (1935-1941), Belete has selected 264 photographs that are 

juxtaposed with various African objects - sculptures, jewelry, masks, talismans, and 

ceremonial objects, made of wood, animal skins, metal, horns, feathers, and pearls. 

 

The photographs are mainly from a period when Italy, during Benito Mussolini's regime, had 

ambitions to invade Ethiopia for the second time to establish the country as an Italian colony. 

The artist has found black-and-white photos of men, women, and children in various digital 

Western archives. In most cases, information about the depicted is missing, and the images 

arouse curiosity and questions about who they were, and what lives did they lead?  

 

The installation's monumental size (5 x 8 m) and physical presence elevate the unknown 

persons to an almost heroic status. In the end, Ethiopia won its freedom in 1941. Ethiopia thus 

never became an Italian colony and stands in a unique position along with Liberia as one of 

two African countries that were never colonized. 

 

Ethiopia's history of war has made the country a symbol of African independence. Several 

African countries and the Pan-African movement (which seeks a global African community) 

have adopted the colors of the Ethiopian flag. Ethiopia's liberation struggle has also laid the 

foundations for several African anti-colonialist movements and inspired African American 

movements (such as Black Power and the Black Panthers) and the Rastafarian movement in 

Jamaica. The historical effort of the Ethiopians has largely shaped the people's identity and 

sense of self but is still a story unknown to many. With this as a backdrop, Wendimagegn 

Belete examines his own country's history and significance for new generations of Ethiopians. 

 

The process of relating each photograph to an object involves both a conscious and an 

unconscious approach to the material. The approach relates to the artist's idea of inherited 

memories that can come to light through artistic gestures or lie in the materials themselves. 

Several of the portraits in the installation are completely or partially covered by traditional 

African masks. In many African traditions, masks are used to give strength and power to the 

wearer or to summon ancestors and spirits. Covering a person’s face is also regarded as an act 

of respect. The objects originate from several African countries, thus creating a visual diversity 

that breaks with the narrative of a specific place. 



At the same time as the juxtaposition seeks to give a form of strength and power to the depicted, 

it gives an insight into African aesthetics. The objects used are presented as art. The Eurocentric 

gaze has both devalued and exoticized African art for centuries. About 90 percent of Africa's 

art treasures are estimated to have ended up in ethnographic collections. In this way, Belete 

also challenges a traditional Western perspective which has historically labeled such objects as 

primitive, ritualistic, or linked to magic (voodoo). 

 

The collection of individuals from different ethnic groups is combined into a larger community 

in "Your Gaze Makes Me" to emphasize the people's similarities across cultural and social 

differences: to fight for equality, unity, and independence. The dimensions of the installation 

create an enormous physical presence and elevate the forgotten individuals to an almost heroic 

status. Through a combined strength in the number of portraits and scaling of the format so that 

most of the faces get a 1:1 size, Belete decolonizes the Eurocentric narrative and shifts the 

perspective to a pan-African reading.  

 

Belete presented his monumental installation at the 6th international award exhibition Future 

Generation Art Prize 2021 at the Pinchuk Art Centre in Kyiv Ukraine. The exhibition was 

planned to be shown at the Venice Biennale 2022, but it became impossible due to Russia's 

invasion of Ukraine.  

 

Russia's occupation of Ukraine has made Wendimagegn Belete's installation highly relevant 

again, as a monument of unity and resistance to occupation forces, and as a monument of 

freedom. 

 

Wendimagegn Belete (b.1986, Ethiopia) lives and works in Oslo, Norway, and Addis 

Abeba, Ethiopia. He received an MA in Contemporary Art from Tromsø Academy of 

Contemporary Art, University of Tromsø, Norway in 2017, and BFA from ASFAD, Addis 

Ababa University, Ethiopia in 2012. He has taken part in numerous solo and group 

exhibitions and is currently participating in Chaos: Calm - Bangkok Art Biennale 2022. In 

2023 Belete will be having a solo exhibition at Nordnorsk Kunstnersenter in Svolvær, and the 

National Museum in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


