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Kehinde Wiley


Kehinde Wiley, the internationally acclaimed, American-born painter who is famous for his decorative portraits of urban black men, has teamed up with PUMA for a creative project that will showcase contemporary African football legends in anticipation of the 2010 World Cup in South Africa. Born in Los Angeles to an African American mother and a Nigerian father, Wiley’s father moved back to Nigeria before he was born. Growing up, Kehinde, which means “second born of twins” in Yoruba, felt an essential part of him was missing, and as a visual artist, he longed to know what his father looked like. At the age of 20, Wiley took the leap across the Atlantic in order to find the man he had never seen before. Upon meeting his father, Wiley completed a series of portraits of him. “It made me think about Africa as something that can be pictured, rather than dreamt about or longed for”, Wiley explains. “I have an uncontested intimate relationship with Africa because of my personal story”.  Later, in 2007, Wiley returned to Africa to compile a body of work entitled “The World Stage: Africa Lagos-Dakar” which was exhibited at the Studio Museum in Harlem. Drawing from the local culture, Wiley created ten oil paintings of individuals selected off the streets in Nigeria and Senegal, which examined the theme of power and privilege in an African context, complimented by intricate, vibrant backgrounds. 

The Journey


In June of 2009, Wiley traveled to Cameroon, Ghana, and Côte D’Ivoire to collaborate with three of Africa’s most prominent football players, Samuel Eto’o, John Mensah and Emmanuel Eboué, in order to create a series of four original artworks featuring the players. The process was a true collaboration, as Wiley sat down with each individual player in their hometown to discuss the paintings and allow the players to have a voice in their own representation. “I wanted the history of African art to be the fulcrum point through which we see these athletes. I wanted the players to sit down with me and go through the art history books… in some ways, to respond to what I was responding to”, Wiley says.  


Wiley’s first stop was Yaoundé, where he had the opportunity to engage striker Samuel Eto’o, Cameroon’s most revered football player, in a conversation about pre-colonial and post-colonial art in Africa. Having little information about each other before the conversation, Wiley and Eto’o met in a squash court in a hotel and, although at first it was a struggle to communicate through Spanish and bits of French, they immediately hit it off. “Eto’o has a generous and bright presence. He wanted to engage the history. He is an extraordinarily curious person.”  

The next stop was Accra, Ghana’s capital, where Wiley met John Mensah in a small studio. Mensah and Wiley poured over art history books, discussing and photographing different poses that Mensah would feel comfortable with. “John would improvise poses and say, ‘This is who I am’.” The two men also discussed the significance of color used in national flags, the football team uniforms, and in the fabrics. “In Africa, we are so united by the colors that we use,” Mensah commented, favoring a deep red from the colors Wiley showed him. 

Finally, Wiley landed in Abidjan, Côte D’Ivoire, at the home of footballer Emmanuel Eboué. “In the streets of Ivory Coast, a country that is recently pulling itself out of civil unrest, there is an amazing tranquility and optimism for the future,” Wiley observed. Surrounded by Eboué’s friends and family in the comfort of his home, Wiley asked about being a celebrity in Africa. “After the game, everyone wants to ask for your soul”, Eboué admits. Instead of asking for autographs, Eboué’s fans ask for financial support, often hounding him for money on the streets.  “His fans see him as their big brother, a son of the soil, someone who exists as a direct relation to them”, Wiley explains. Great prestige and power cannot exist without great responsibility, further exemplifying the significance of unity among the people of Côte D’Ivoire.  

Wiley traveled to underground markets and street vendors, often putting himself in precarious situations, in order to search for the perfect textiles to use for his distinctive patterned backdrops. The colors and textures chosen for the background are just as important as the subjects themselves, as Wiley witnessed the laborious process of creating and dying the fabric firsthand.   “I’m engaging the fabric in the same way that any artist is engaging a palette of colors. I had the great experience of witnessing how the fabric is manufactured and fabricated, going from dying the fabrics to pounding them out and creating a smooth surface”. Wiley also integrated warm colors from the rich soil, representing “the flesh of Africa”, adding another layer of significance to the process of creating a great painting.  

The Collection 


Although Wiley’s work in the past has been about subverting the classical European portrait traditions (à la Gainsborough and Ingres), this time his inspiration came directly from pre-colonial Cameroonian sculpture. “In this work, it is no longer about colonial presence in brown bodies, it’s more about an art historical tradition for Africa, represented by an artist from the Diaspora,” Wiley explains, “I am embracing a pre-colonial African Art tradition that is celebratory. It is a celebration and a remixing of an authentic continuity”. In the Unity painting, the three football players, Eto’o, Eboué, and Mensah, who are revered as god-like celebrities, are interconnected through arms – a symbol of unity that represents how the sport of football has the power to unify the African nations. “It can join an entire community, it can join an entire nation, and then when those nations play against each other, it becomes a global enterprise”. The players are pictured wearing the same PUMA jerseys, a further symbol of African unity through sport. In addition to the Unity painting, Wiley will create three individual portraits of the players, taking into consideration their own dynamic personalities and the histories of the nations they represent. 


The significance of the Kehinde Wiley PUMA project is the fact that an American-born member of the African Diaspora was able to connect with three African football heroes, in their home countries, through a dialogue of art, sport, and culture, transcending all previous notions of national borders and racial categories. “The fact is, African has been so drawn apart for a number of years, that is very poignant to have moments in which African countries and sports players can come together. It’s a natural fit. There is a desire to come together by virtue of all the chaotic moments that have befallen Africa historically.”


The African Lifestyle collection features elements from eight existing works by Kehinde Wiley, to be released in January 2010. The four commissioned portraits featuring Eto’o, Mensah and Eboué will be used to build a PUMA limited edition collection of apparel, footwear and accessories, just in time for the 2010 World Cup when all eyes will be on Africa.  
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PUMA is one of the world’s leading Sportlifestyle companies that designs and develops footwear, appar​​el and accessories. It is committed to working in ways that contribute to the world by supporting Peace, Creativity, and SAFE Sustainability, and by staying true to the values of being Fair, Honest, Positive and Creative in decisions made and actions taken. PUMA starts in Sport and ends in Fashion. Its Sport Performance and Lifestyle labels include categories such as Football, Running, Motorsports, Golf and Sailing. The Black label features collaborations with renowned designers such as Alexander McQueen, Yasuhiro Mihara and Sergio Rossi. The PUMA Group owns the brands PUMA, Tretorn and Hussein Chalayan. The company, which was founded in 1948, distributes its products in more than 120 countries, employs more than 9,000 people worldwide and has headquarters in Herzogenaurach/Germany, Boston, London and Hong Kong. For more information, please visit www.puma.com 

