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Photography. From borrowing his mother's analogune camerain rural Wakiso to documenting life across Uga pla andd
Germany.photographer Jacob “Zama”Mukalazi has turned migration.memory and identityintoa visual language thay
I connects two very different worlds,

co

The imagns
wore techni-
cally sharp,
bt emaotional-
ly distant. my-
woll whether
| balonged
there,” he
says.
Today, the
work feals
softer. More
intimate. “The
current work
says 50
mething diffe-
rent. Thys is my
home too, with
. allits ordinar§e
magic,” he
reflects.
Home itself
has become
fluid. Part of
t remains in
Kitagobwa,
where his
motheronce
photographed
village cere-
monies on
film cameras.
Part of it lives
in Uganda’'s
wilderness,
and part of it
now exists in
Germany.

BY TREVOR LUTALO

he first camera Jacob “Zuma®

Mukalazi ever held did not be

long to him. It belonged 1o his

mother. In the early 2000, long
before digital photography became
common in Uganda, Me Chrigtine Na-
hrwooza moved throngh ceremonies
in Kitapnbwn in Wakieo District with
an analogue camera hanging from her
shoulder. Weddings introductions, bap-
tisms and community gatherings all
passed through her lens,

In rural Uganda, then, a camer car-
ried mystery It announced importance.
It transformed ordinary moments in-
1o memory. Mukalazi still remembers
watching her work with quiet fascina-
tion

“With analogue technology, you had
1o he intentional. Film was expensive,
Bvery shot mattered. You couldn't just
keep pressing the button the way peo-
ple dotodayhe says.

Eventually, his mother stepped away
from photography and returned fully
1o tailoring. exhausted by the demands
of freelance work. But before she did,
she handed the camera to her son.

*That camera changed everything
for me. 1 was still young, but suddenly
| started seeing the world differently”
he says.
Today, Mukalazi lives in Germa-
ny, where he works as a phologra-
pher navigating two emotional land-
scapes at once, Uganda's vibrant cultur-
al rhythms and Europe’s quiet, struc-
tured stillness. Yet beneath the mod-
ern equipment and polished exhibi-

tions remains the memory of a boy in |

Kitagobwa learning patience through
anold film camera.

“1 define my work by my eye, not my
}:msport.'lhal isvery important tome,”
he

Mukalazi did not initially plan to be-
come a photographer. At Makerere Uni-

versity, he pursued a Bachelor's degree

in Tourism and Hospitality Manage-
ment while working as a chef to sup-
port himself through school.

Like many young Ugandans in Kam-
pala, survival came first. But tourism
slowly altered his perspective. Travel-

ling through Uganda exposed him to

landscapes and stories that pulled him
toward photography almost instinc-

“The more I travelled, the

more I realised how visual- muted Europe-
ly rich Uganda is. There In 2019, an one,” he re-
is beauty everywhere, in Mukalazi got calls. '
the wildlife, the people, his first ever But beauty
the markets,eveninordi- |\ digital camera/ alone could
nary roadside moments,” not soften
hesays. the loneli-

At first, he borrowed cam- ness. What he
eras from friends during trips in-

to the wild. The borrowed equipment
wasnever enpugh. Batteries died quick-
Iy Memory cards are full. But each pho-
tograph sharpened his curiosity.

Then, in 2019, his brother, Prof Mo-
ses Nsubuga, bought him his first digi-
tal camera.“My spirit was rejuvenated
again. That camera made me believe
photography could become more than
just ahobby,"Mukalazi says.

With it, Uganda became both subject |
and classroom. He climbed the Rwen- |
zori Mountains three times, eventual- |
lyreaching Margherita Peak. He photo-

graphed the valleys near Vinunga,the
slopes of Sabinyo and Muhabura,

Krom
Wakiso to

Germany

and the vast stillness of Kidepo Valley
National Park. He wandered through
Bwindi Impenetrable Forest, Kibale Na-
tional Park and Queen Elizabeth Na-
tional Park searching for moments

many Ugandans themselves rarely stop

to observe,

*For me, photography was never only
about taking beautiful pictures, It was
about preserving memory and chang-
ing perception. I wanted people to see
Uganda beyond stercotypes,” he says.
*Our stories are deeper than what the
world usually sees”

When Mukalazi eventually moved to
Germany, the transition felt far more
complicated than the polished migra-
tion storiesoften shared online.

hesays.
ers were carefully managed. Buildings

stood preserved with historical preci- |

sion. Streets carried an orderliness un-
famniliar to someone raised in Uganda's
beautiful unpredictability
Then came autumn.
*Thecolours looked un-
real. Burnt orange, yel-
low leaves, grey skies.
It felt like shifting
from a saturated Af-
rican film into a

missed most was not Kampala traffic
or loud music. It was wildlife. In Ugan-
da, life constantly interrupts your en-
vironment, birds crossing the horizon,
butterflies drifting through space, sud-
den movement in distant grasslands,
“In Germany, nature felt organised.
The first deer I saw wasin captivity.Ger-
man nature is beautiful, but it some-
times feels staged. Ugandan nature felt
alive in a completely different way"he

SaYs.

Migration, he discovered, is not simply
about missing people.Sometimes it is
about missing the emotional texture of
a place, the sounds, the unpredictabili-
ty,the spontaneous conversations that

| quietly reassure you that life isunfold-
“The first thing that shocked me was s -
the light. In Uganda, the humidity sof-
tens everything. In Germany, especially |

* after rain, the air feels crisp and sharp,” |

ingaround you.

Like many African professionals
abroad, Mukalazi also quickly learned
that talent alone does not erase bu-

| reau
The landscapes felt disciplined. Riv- |

cracy.
“The hardest thing, honestly, has not
been language. It has been bureaucra-
cy"he says,
His Ugandan qualifications required
verification after verification. Hous-
ing applications disappeared unan-
swered. Apartment viewings
™ R ended politely but unsuc-

“You begin feeling in-
visible. You realise
wvery quickly that be-
ing skilled does not
automatically make
life easier abroad,”
he says.
Still, he
adapted
slowly. He
attend-
‘ ed small
crea-

GANDA

At the same
time, Gar-
many'sart
culture has
deeplyin-
fluenced him.
“In Germany,
artistaken
seriously;
people dis-
cuss photo-
graphy phi-
losophical-
ly. Thoy
preservo ar+
chives. They
ask difficult
questions
aboutiden-
tity and me-
mory,” he

says.

But living
between
worldsalso
carries ten-
sion.
“Sometimes
Europe exo-
ticises Afri-
canartists
and some-
times people
back home
think migra-
tion changes
yourauthen-
ticity,” he

says.
Whenever
someonein-,
troduces
him prima-
rilyasa “mi-
grantpho-
tographer,”
he gent-
lycorrects
them. “l pre-
fer just pho-
tographer.
Migrationis
part of my
story, butit
ismotmy en-
tire identity,”
he says.
Looking back
now, Muka-
lazi says his
early pho- *

= tographs

inGerma-
ny carried vi-
sible lone-
liness.

ik bl

« laughter. The ease of convers;y,

tive gathertngs. e practized Copy,
in eafis around Bonn aned Coloey, |
stead of trying to speak perfectly ), !
csed on understanding soeial iy

Eventuallghe noticed something
transformed how he interacte -,,”;‘
people. 1

*In Uganda, silence can makn
ple uncomfrtable. But in f:--m]n,.f
lence often means someane s i,
ing carefully Onee Lunderstond ).,
stopped trying to Al every pavee .,
nervous talking,” he srys. J

That adjustment slowly e,
doors. Yet the loneliness rernain e

“There were moments | asked .
‘Why am [ even here?"~He aclmits,

He missed Uganda's warmth
Fresh fruit from roadside markey, |
miliar language. People who sy, *
naturally without needing xplan,
tion. A

“In Germarry life can feel efficien, ’
emotionally distant. You €an sper
entire day without speaking tlu-w_:

anyone,"he says.
O

But he stayed because he bej,
growth sometimes requires dis,,
fort.

“As Iwas leaving Uganda, | wana, "
experience another path and aney.,..
kind of art. I needed to challenga
self creatively”"he says. !

That challenge changed him M.
foundly. In Uganda, creativity o,
came through spontaneity. Pr.-,j.\,,_.;
shifted according to weather, cor.,,,.
sations or unexpected encounters, n‘,}_
many introduced structure inste,
fixed schedules, boundaries bety., '
work and rest,and long periods of ;.

itude.

“There s a discipline Germarry ta;p,
me. Not only technical discipline 1,

ional discipline,he says.

That solitude forced him to confr,,,
himself not simply as a photograpt,..
but asan artist stripped of Elmﬂ,ar;q '

“In Uganda, there is always corg.
nity around you. Friends, family,
movement. In Germany,I leamed',)“:
alone with my thoughts and my s,
era,"hesays.

At first, the silence unsettled b,
“When I moved, I thought Eurqp,
would automatically make me b,
ter. But instead, it forced me to rebyjyy
confidence from zero because nobed,
knewme there,"he says.

Over time, however, the isolatigy
sharpened his artistic eye. He began
noticing details he once ignored, con,.
densation on café windows during
winter mormings, strangers waiting si.
lently at tram stations, the stillness i,
side museums where people spoks 31
most in whispers.

“Photography stopped becomin,
about spectacle.” It became about pa.
tience and observation,”he says.

Today, his work exists in coexistenc,
between Uganda and Germany. Hj;
photographs resist easy categorisation,
A portrait captured in Kampala may
carry the minimalism of Europear,
gallery photography. A quiet German
street may somehow contain the emo.
tional warmth of home.

“Tam interested in resonance. [ want
people to see connections betweey
worlds that usually appear separate;
he explains.

“Ugandan stories deserve to exist at
the centre of global conversations, not

. as charity stories. Not as safari adver-

tisernents. But as human experiences

- equaltoany other stories,’he says.
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