
Performing Trauma in Central Africa:
Unmasking the Hidden Scars of War
In the heart of Central Africa, a region scarred by decades of armed
conflict, artists are emerging as powerful voices for healing and social
change. Through performance art, they are shedding light on the hidden
trauma that lingers in the wake of war and displacement, using their bodies
and voices to demand justice and accountability for the countless lives lost
and shattered.

Performance art is a unique and visceral form of expression that allows
artists to bypass traditional boundaries of language and culture, directly
connecting with audiences on a deeply emotional level. In Central Africa,
where the wounds of war are often invisible to the outside world,
performance art has become an essential tool for survivors to process their
experiences and demand recognition for the suffering they have endured.
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The Body as a Canvas for Trauma

Many Central African performance artists use their own bodies as canvases
for their traumatic experiences. Through physical movement, body painting,
and other forms of somatic expression, they transform their bodies into
living archives of war's horrors. These performances are often deeply
cathartic, allowing artists to release the pent-up emotions and memories
that have been held captive within their bodies for years.

One such artist is Congolese performer Faustin Linyekula. In his
performance piece "Congo in Four Acts," Linyekula uses his body to
embody the history of his country, from its colonial past to its ongoing
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struggles with conflict. Through intense physicality and raw emotion, he
conveys the pain and suffering endured by the Congolese people, while
also honoring their resilience and fighting spirit.

Challenging the Silence

Performance art in Central Africa is not only a means of personal healing
but also a form of collective resistance. By bringing the hidden trauma of
war into the public sphere, artists challenge the silence and denial that
often surrounds conflict-affected communities. They demand recognition for
the suffering that has been endured and hold those responsible to account.

For many communities in Central Africa, performance art has become a
vital platform for truth-telling and reconciliation. In the Democratic Republic
of Congo, for example, the renowned theater company Studio Kabako has
been using performance to document the testimonies of survivors of sexual
violence during the country's long civil war. Their performances have not
only helped to raise awareness of this widespread human rights abuse but
have also empowered survivors to speak out and seek justice.

Transforming Trauma into Art

While performance art can be a powerful tool for healing and social
change, it is important to recognize the potential risks involved. Engaging
with trauma through art can be retraumatizing for both artists and
audiences, and it is essential to ensure that appropriate support and
resources are in place to mitigate these risks.

Despite these challenges, the transformative power of performance art in
Central Africa is undeniable. Through their courageous performances,
artists are giving voice to the voiceless, demanding justice for the forgotten,



and challenging the silence that has shielded perpetrators of war crimes
from accountability. By transforming trauma into art, they are creating a
future where the wounds of war can truly heal.

Performance art in Central Africa is a testament to the resilience and
creativity of the human spirit amidst adversity. Through their powerful
performances, artists are exposing the hidden scars of war, challenging the
silence, and demanding accountability. Their work is essential for healing
the wounds of the past and creating a more just and equitable future for the
people of Central Africa.
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