
photography

trans-african 
journey
From Nigeria to Cameroon, through Chad, 
Sudan and Ethiopia, a group of young 
photographers crossed the continent  
to show that when it comes  
to art, borders are invisible

By Belinda Otas

T
ravelling by plane, bus, 
car, motorcycle, donkey 
and on foot, seven young 
photographers set off last 
November on a 45-day 

journey to better understand their 
continent. Invisible Borders: The 
Trans-African Photography Project 
is an art-led initiative, founded in 2009 
by a collective of Nigerian artists to 
establish a platform to encourage 
cross-continental artistic relation-
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ships. “The mission is to tell Africa’s 
stories, by Africans, through photo-
graphy and to inspire artistic inter-
ventions,” says Emeke Okereke, the 
project’s artistic director.

 The 2011 team also included Ni-
gerians Jumoke Sanwo, Kemi Akin-
N i b o s u n ,  R a y  D a n i e l s  O k e u g o 
and Emmanuel Iduma, as well as 
Ghanaian art historian Nana Ofori-
atta-Ayim and Ala Kheir from Sudan. 

“It was an adventure,” says 23-year-
old Iduma, co-publisher of the online 
literary magazine Saraba. ”But after 
I outgrew the sense of adventure, I 
became overwhelmed by the need to 
understand Africa better. A word that 
has been hammered and rendered 

almost meaningless by the several 
definitions it has acquired. I wanted 
to define Africa for myself, and trav-
elling from the west to the east of the 
continent – by road – was a unique 
opportunity.”

Setting off from Lagos, Nigeria, they 
headed to Jos before crossing the bor-
der to Kousséri, Cameroon, then going 
to Chad’s capital, N’Djamena; Khar-
toum in Sudan; and finally to Addis 
Ababa, Ethiopia. 

The team documented its exploits 
on a blog, invisible-borders.blogspot.
com. Iduma blogged about the arbit-
rary laws the group confronted at each 
border. “There was, for instance, the 
Ethiopian policy that demanded 10% 
of the cost of our equipment. And the 
Sudanese policy of Alien Registration, 
requiring us to pay up to $50 as fees 
from each of us (aliens) aside from 

1. ‘Local boy’, by Ray Daniels Okeugo in Gamboru 
district of Maidugiri, Nigeria; 2. ‘Nna Olopa’, by 
Okeugo in Lagos, Nigeria; 3. ‘Heavy is the head with 
the crown’, by Emeka Okereke in Abuja, Nigeria;  
4. ‘Fore...1’, by Okeugo in Jos, Nigeria; 5. ‘The Veiled 
Can See’, by Okereke in N’Djamena, Chad
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the similar amount that we had paid 
earlier.” He concluded: “The fact about 
the border is not the absence of hu-
manness. It is the superimposition of 
the state over the human.”

Funding for the project, now in 
its third year, came from Europe 
and Africa, including the Museum 
of Modern Art in Ethiopia and the 
Goethe Institut in Khartoum. The 

photographs are currently on display 
in New York at the New Museum on 
the Bowery as part of an exhibition 
called ‘The Ungovernables’ running 
from 15 February to 22 April. 

Oforiatta-Ayim’s writings based 
on her experiences during the trip 
will also be exhibited. “We also have 
upcoming presentations in Lagos, 
Khartoum, N’Djamena and Abidjan, 
and we are on the verge of putting to-
gether the publication of a book,” says 
Okereke. “It will first appear in a di-
gital form, and through that we hope 

to raise funds which will cover the cost 
of printing and distribution.” There 
are already plans for a fourth Invis-
ible Borders project in 2012.

The project has had a profound im-
pact on Iduma: “I’m more willing to 
engage keenly with a wider audience 
of Africans. When you travel the way 
we travelled you come back feeling 
you are not alone in this world and 
that others matter too. There were sev-
eral new things, but I think the most 
prominent – especially in relation to 
Chad and Sudan – was that the media 
never does a complete job of telling 
stories. A complete story, as I learnt, 
is one told after a person has visited 
the scene of the story.”  l

9. ‘Equilibrium’, by Kheir in Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia; 10. Group photo of the Trans-
Africa team in Addis Ababa by Okereke

6. ‘Perfection does exist’, by Ala Kheir in 
Khartoum, Sudan; 7. ‘Twin walk’, by Okereke 

in Khartoum; 8. ‘PWE Girls’, by Kemi Akin-
Nibosun in Galabat, Sudan
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