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To support, promote, 
celebrate Art and 
artists in all their 
diversity in Uganda



The notion has been that the Culture and Creative Industries, which are 
the bedrock of the Creative Economy are resilient and recession-proof 
if the 2008 economic downturn is anything to go by. The advent of the 
COVID-19 pandemic has negated that what with most governments 
enforcing lockdowns in a desperate bid to stem the spread of the 
Corona virus. Coupled with social distancing rules, the arts which 
are mostly dependent on the social interaction of culture vultures 
gathering in art galleries, at festivals or in the cinema essentially have 
to grind to a screeching halt especially in countries where the “new 
normal” doesn’t count for much – what with high Internet costs and a 
failure to monetise digital platforms. 

It was against this background that Kuonyesha Art Fund organised 
a ZOOM session to sound out Ugandan arts practitioners on how 
they were navigating the arts landscape in the face of COVID-19. The 
guiding questions were; 

1. What personal values have guided you individually /or your practice? 

2. What do you see as the future for the Arts (speak about your specific 
area of expertise) moving forward?

3. What recommendations would you suggest on how the arts can be 
supported better moving forward?

4. What is your ask? (Here any artist on the forum with a specific need 
can voice it so that anyone on the forum can advise or assist).

H E L D  O N  S A T U R D A Y  6 T H  J U N E  2 0 2 0 .
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Daudi Karungi - Arts entrepreneur and 
proprietor AfriArt Gallery 
As an individual I have mostly survived by going basic in 
regards to my expenses and by tapping into my savings. As 
an entrepreneur, I anticipated that day when you cannot earn 
an income. But I also reached out to artistes that needed to 
survive and handed them some money. The lockdown also 
offered me an opportunity to block out the noise considering 
that life literally stopped for everybody. There were no 
applications for any art fairs and no shows. I have also been 
thinking a lot about what it is we do and this apparent time 
of nothingness has had me thinking about being strategic in 
my business, develop deeper friendships and how to move on 
when all this is over.  

Sarah Nsigaye – Founder, Native Voices 
International 
This has been a great time for me in terms of reflection. I 
had a sick mum and lost some friends. But as an institution, 
we had a calendar with programmes that have now been 
affected. The good thing is that we had just completed a 
festival (Celebrating Womanhood) in March. However, we 
do hire out (audio-visual) equipment, so when there are no 
events like concerts that means we do not earn any “side 
income”. And you know how this industry is structured. It is a 
hand-to-mouth existence. Luckily, I have experienced a war 
situation unlike most young people today where one had to 
plan on how to survive on little food for up to three months, so 
I know how to be frugal. But going forward, how do we survive 
beyond the next gig especially in the film sector in which I am 
mostly involved? I was impressed by the YouTube premiere of 
the Swangz Avenue film ROLEX ON Easter Sunday and as a 
film exhibitor that showed me the opportunities that abound. 
Equally important is the fact that I have been resting which 
is also important for we people in the arts because I do not 
remember the last time, I took a break. 

Seasoned arts journalist MOSES SERUGO captured the 
highlights of the digital discourse that was moderated by 
acclaimed visual artist and arts entrepreneur Nuwa Wamala 
Nnyanzi. 
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Mercy Geno Apachi - Poet
It has not been easy for me. I only started out Poetry 
2017 and only got officially recognised in 2018. But the 
lockdown has had me asking how I am leveraging the 
various social media platforms as an artiste. It has 
also gotten me to explore the possibilities in digital 
marketing there and asking whether I can take on other 
art forms like acting. As a writer, can I do copywriting for 
example? I have also had time to build and grow myself. 
Before COVID-19, I was mostly up and down and did 
not have time to read other people’s works, but I have 
had a chance to do so. I have also discovered so many 
platforms for submission of my work, which thankfully 
pay very well.   

Emmanuel Bagwana – Fashion Designer 
COVID-19 got me stranded abroad and developing 
symptoms of the disease, which I thankfully recovered 
from. I have spent most of this time watching 
documentaries, which have been very educative and 
given me a different perspective. I was intrigued by 
fashion designer Raphael Kasule who showcased his 
clothes digitally, something I found very innovative. I 
also held a remote photo-shoot with someone in Arua 
which proved I did not have to be physically present. I 
must say that this has been a good resetting to default 
settings of the fashion industry which in Uganda has not 
been that exciting. I have of course been trying to keep 
a good mental state of mind, soaking up as much sun 
and being thankful about beating off COVID-19. Going 
forward, I would like to call for more collaboration across 
the varied arts genres and practices. For example, the 
Ugandan fashion industry has no signature look. There is 
nothing that defines it that is say embedded in the other 
arts like in Italy where the industry there is an integral 
part of the fine arts there. I would like to see textiles that 
create a Ugandan story and not the clichéd kitenge 
prints. And if say I wanted to make a fashion film; how 
do I go about knowing which filmmaker has a fashion 
eye so that I can collaborate with them?  
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Richard Tuwangye – Sketch Comedian; 
Fun Factory
COVID-19 has had me explore the application of my talents 
elsewhere. We perform as a collective every Thursday 
at the National Theatre in Kampala with a bunch of 16 
talents and a support staff of 10 people who in turn also 
support their own families. I cannot say that we have been 
doing well because our earnings are weekly. However, the 
pandemic has opened our minds up to new possibilities 
and we have explored getting our content off stage and 
streaming it online. Not many people knew about our 
“digital” side but with most of them locked down in their 
houses, bored and with not much to watch on Ugandan 
TV, the pressure mounted on us to create content for 
these mostly digital citizens. Our biggest platform outside 
the closed theatre space had been YouTube where our 
viewer numbers have spiked during this lockdown. But we 
are also cognisant of the challenges of gathering as a 
group to produce sketch comedy so the plan has been 
to encourage those among us that can do solo work. 
Monetisation of online platforms is still a challenge but a 
Public-Private-Partnership with a government agency; 
the National IT Authority (NITA) has seen us strike a deal 
that will guarantee numbers and revenue. 

MC Wang Jok – Poet/Rap Artiste and 
Entrepreneur (Gulu)
It has not been easy, and this is something you can never 
get used to as a creative. This period has had me re-
evaluate myself and look at the work I have produced 
over time. I have had time to think, get my house in 
order, strive to stay healthy, engage in physical exercise 
and tend my small garden. Before the lockdown, I had a 
couple of projects going and my producer decided that 
we should continue so he resorted to crafting for me music 
instrumentals in a bid to get me to continue composing. 
I also got engaged in a campaign to raise awareness 
against COVID-19. As an artiste that is based in Northern 
Uganda, I realised that most of us had not taken time to 
use the Internet to sell our content. My management and 
I sat down and thought about charting a way forward 
on how to widen the market for Gulu-based artistes by 
signing up to so many Internet platforms and maybe 
profiteer from the online distribution.
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Joe Kosh – Cancer Awareness Advocate
I have been involved in raising cancer awareness and advocacy 
through creative arts even before the COVID-19 pandemic. Most 
of these communicable diseases took a back seat unfortunately 
as the focus was on COVID-19. I believe that the implementation 
of the Copyright Law can go a long way in ensuring that artistes 
have some savings for a rainy day like in these COVID times. 
Perhaps the lawmakers that are from the arts sector can help in 
strengthening the Copyright Law in time with say the Kuonyesha 
Art Fund, which can also help by way of capacity building. I also 
believe that there is money that can be earned from the Internet, 
but we only need to be shown how it can be made.

Abdul Kinyenya – Director, Batalo East Dance 
Festival  
I have had to grapple with the usual challenges while ensuring 
that my mental health is in check but the biggest thing for 
me has been how to monetise these social media platforms. 
Personally, I do not think they were made for artistes in terms of 
monetisation in as much as they may aid the creation of new 
audiences. Yes, dancers may hold classes via ZOOM but for me I 
have realised that it is an illusion. The opportunity is in investment 
and partnerships with tech-based entities to see how social 
media numbers can translate into money for the artiste. 

Benjamin Komagum – Musician (Gulu)
COVID-19 has not treated me well, but the upside is that it has 
trained me to stop thinking about myself. I have had to think 
about how to promote my music without bookings. I am a 
software engineer in the making and before the lockdown, I did 
not have so much knowledge about the online world or gave 
it so much interest. The first days made me feel hopeless and 
very sad, wondering whether it will end. I resorted to composing 
songs to myself drawn from the sadness and sorrow that came 
with the pandemic with the hope that they would strike a chord 
with people out there going through the same thing, battling 
the same kind of the experience. I also feel that the lockdown 
helped me think about myself in a broader image and the world 
at large. I started a video series on YouTube in which I sing to the 
world and I also pondered over things like what if I knew what I 
know now last year. I know that so many opportunities abound 
but working together is the best way to survive.
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Sunday Olyel Freeman – Gospel Artiste (Gulu)
There has been no rest for me during the lockdown. When the 
Presidential directive came, I was running around and coming to 
the aid of persons with hearing disabilities. I managed to locate 
100 families and the sad reality is that most of the public service 
announcements lacked sign language communication. The sad 
reality was that the security personnel enforcing the directives 
were less lenient to persons with hearing impairments leaving them 
susceptible to contracting COVID-19. I did help out with provision of 
liquid soap for sanitisation, but I also felt that government should 
have spread its food relief effort beyond Kampala and Wakiso. 
While the fact is that artistes are struggling, we cannot just wait 
for government support to do something for ourselves. Thankfully, 
the lockdown gave me an opportunity to engage more in online 
courses and I also ventured into poultry and agriculture, growing 
vegetables. I also bonded with my family and got to create more 
music and more content. The pandemic has challenged me to 
save and steer clear of that lifestyle where we artistes live in luxury 
and mostly show off. Saving is important! 

Phillip Balimunsi – Curator, Nommo Gallery 
The new word in all this is the “new normal”. How does the arts 
arena address the “new normal” in its entirety? Not that it will 
totally substitute the physicality of the spaces we’ve always 
had, we need to appreciate that museums, galleries and these 
physical spaces carry particular contexts in the display of art. That 
should inform whatever we have to think about while navigating 
the “new normal”.  Not all audiences can be online. Few people 
in our part of the world have steady Internet or good Internet 
for that matter. Secondly, most conversations are happening 
amongst ourselves as arts practitioners. How do we reach the 
audiences to understand their pains, their fears and re-interpret 
that through our new creations of art so that they are also part 
of the process? The fact is at some point museums and theatres 
are going to open up. But how ready are we for the “new normal” 
that is social distancing in a theatre that has been seating 500 
patrons but has to reduce that to half that number in much the 
same way [public commuter] taxis are operating? Needless to 
say, most of our revenues are dependent on numbers so how do 
we raise that and our value from the few that will attend our arts 
events? When it comes to online engagement, we need to look 
at the fact that we do not have documented narratives. There 
are hardly any details of artiste collections and for most artistes 
the documentation process is entirely in their minds. Most leave it 
to the audiences to dissect. I would like to encourage artistes to 
rethink documentation, those processes that lead to the creation 
of their work, open up to audiences and invite their audiences into 
these conversations. If it were up to me, I would take this particular 
conversation away from ZOOM and onto TV or radio to enable 
bigger participation. 
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Albert Mubiru – Arts Producer
This pandemic has had me thinking hard about the 
development of from a Ministry of Education perspective 
of “alternative learning”. The curriculum has largely 
ignored that. What does that say about the performing 
arts industry of tomorrow? And considering that the arts 
are dependent on social interaction, what becomes of 
that in the “new normal” situation? How do the arts fight 
for relevance and how do we go about the domestication 
of modern methods of teaching?  

Wabwire W’a – Arts Entrepreneur and 
Founder KQ 
Personally, I look at myself as a global cultural producer, 
which has saved me the heartache of waiting for 
government intervention. That said, I would still advocate 
for an artiste relief fund from the government. I believe in 
the “create local, go global” mantra. But while creating 
for the international space our artistes need to adopt 
business management skills, save and not just creative 
work for the sake of it. As artistes, we tend to depend 
so much on the creative processes, we do not have 
bank accounts do not understand contracts or digital 
platforms. And yes, while art is best enjoyed in the intimate 
spaces, we need to appreciate that documentation is 
a very important part of your creative processes. As KQ 
Hub Africa we have offered our own emergency support, 
but we advise that while the world is consumed by the 
concept of the “new normal”, the physicality of the arts 
will continue.

Ernest Bazanye – Writer
We need to appreciate that while we may not 
command a huge following on the mainstream 
digital/ social media platforms, we still need to have a 
presence there regardless. I still do not know why the 
Ugandan theatre fraternity does not have something 
similar to the Royal Shakespeare Academy which 
occasionally showcases upcoming actors in which they 
record a monologue for upload on a digital platform 
like YouTube. That is one good way of discovering new 
talent even if it may not garner a million views. The fact 
is even if you got 400 views, it is an affirmation that you 
are there. This lockdown has seen me do nothing but 
write and that is thanks in part to the Kuonyensha Art 
Fund grant that has ensured that I do not have to worry 
about food or where my rent is going to come from. All 
I have had to do is produce work but most importantly 
as Ugandan artistes, we need to make our culture 
heard. 
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Martha Kazungu - Curator
I am currently stranded in Germany and have not been 
around the Ugandan arts scene, so I really do not know 
who is doing what now. This ZOOM Meeting has given me 
an interesting opportunity to catch up and listen to how 
people are navigating life. For me it is interesting to hear all 
these opinions from different sides of the coin. And having 
listened to the artistes, I must add that it is crucial to think 
about our practices as business entities of value. That 
means ascribing prices to them if we are to survive, pay the 
bills and pay the rent. We need to think about the creative 
economy in whatever you are bringing it to the table. You 
also need to make some time and see what other people 
in your field are doing. One thing I have learnt while pursing 
my Master’s here is that a curator cannot exist if they don’t 
know the artiste and that involves getting to know the long 
and painful process to getting a finished product.  

Andrew Ssebagala – Production Manager 
UNCC
I must say I am surviving or living if you like. To me those are 
semantics. The fact is that the arts industry is bleeding. I 
would rather we paid attention to what we need to do now 
and after. There is a need to “formalise” our industry and 
also the need to be able to assess the economic impact of 
our industry. Arts practice is highly informal in Uganda and 
the more we are informal the more we are “unorganised” 
in as much as some of us benefit from this disarray. We 
need to work towards being organised and formalised and 
quantifying the economic impact of what we do. That is the 
only way we can get a seat on the high table of government. 
The truth is we need policies and to make a case for the arts. 
But while we are at it, being organised necessitates certain 
givens; is your company registered, do you pay taxes, are 
you registered with URA (Uganda Revenue Authority), URSB 
(Uganda Registration Services Bureau)? 



Nuwa Wamala Nnyanzi – Visual artist
Before the lockdown was announced, I was already 
prepared psychologically. Deep down, I knew it would 
last at least 90 days and not the 14 that were initially 
announced in March. I took most of my stuff from my 
city office to my home where I have lived since 2005 
and did most of my work under the ffene (jack fruit) 
tree. The major disruption was on a 
Master Card concept note for which I was developing a 
concept note around the different players in the visual 
arts sector especially suppliers of arts and crafts. 

I cannot say I was in need or lack because I got 
friends from the US sending me money and some 
people buying my art pieces. Interestingly, I had just 
returned from a benchmarking trip in Kenya when our 
airport was closed. I would still have been all right if 
the lockdown had found me in Nairobi because I have 
family there, but the biggest worry would have been 
my other Ugandan friends I had travelled with. 
  
Unfortunately, I lost some people that were close to 
me including a niece we buried at the Kololo Cemetery 
and Major General Kasirye Ggwanga with whom we 
served in the army in the ‘70s. I also managed to halt 
an illegal construction that was being set up on the 
NACAU Arts & Crafts Village at the National Theatre 
with the intervention of the Executive Director. I would 
like to commend the police for keeping our shops 
secure save for the rodents that have been destroying 
some of our products.  

Going forward, I think people in the Culture and 
Creative Industries need to be creative. As designers, 
we need to help people understand by forming ideas 
and visions that offer solutions. 

It is time to embrace the Internet, adopt online 
marketing and use your phone gainfully. Do not just 
upload finished works but your sketches too so that 
people can see what your creative process is like. 
Since there is hardly any travel these days, try and 
bring travel experiences to people’s living rooms by 
way of art that showcases landscapes and seascapes 
and images that will bring destinations to their homes. 
People also need messages that are therapeutic. Now 
is a good time for advocacy art, art that highlights 
hygiene, environmental protection, afforestation, 
culture, and the like.  
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If you are a performing artiste doing a concert in your living 
room for example, how about you had a visual artiste create 
a backdrop for you in real time as you perform? Artistes 
should also document their creative process. Write about 
your art, your thoughts, feelings, and motivation or better 
still go ahead and self-publish. Do not fear criticism, rather 
embrace it as a way to improve.  

Lastly, I would like for government to buy and collect our 
arts as a policy under BUBU (Buy Ugandan Build Uganda). 
We will never have to seek for hand-outs if government 
commissioned us to create images that will decorate offices 
with our art pieces. Buy our artworks in much the same 
way you cannot mistake other people’s culture, clothes, 
sculptures if you visited their embassies here. I would also 
implore government to teach our traditional cultural history. I 
was saddened to learn that teaching of the Bunyoro – Kitara 
Empire, which stretched from Lake Albert to Lake Naivasha 
in Kenya, in schools had been halted. I would also like to 
appeal to government to leave the 40m we pay quarterly 
as ground rent as NACAU at the National Theatre so that 
we can develop the space which attracts lots of tourists.  

In all this discourse, there is no missing that the global 
COVID-19 pandemic has gotten arts practitioners adopting 
a new perspective in the digital transition of their respective 
practices. These responses offer insights into concrete 
experiences and fresh case approaches to virtual arts 
spaces, arts events with social distance and nouveau 
initiatives that foster collaborations across arts genres. Not 
only do #TheArtsMatter but #ArtsLivesMatter. 
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Plot 18, Balikuddembe Road, Naguru Kampala, Uganda P.O Box 
4310 Tel: +256 393 224 056 
civsourceafrica.com | info@civsourcea.com

JOIN 
OUR NEXT 
CONVERSATION

on every first 
Saturday of the 
month

@kuonyeshafund kuonyeshartafund

https://twitter.com/KuonyeshaFund
https://www.facebook.com/KuonyeshaArtFund/

