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The power of African passion, beauty and crafts
From 26 July to 18 August 2019, the 8th Biennial of Arts, Creation,  
Environment and Utopias takes place in São Tomé e Príncipe. For three 
weeks, the small island country in the Gulf of Guinea will be the heart  
of contemporary African culture. The new Biennial will feature a program 
filled with events, sights and activities, focused on the power of African 
passion, beauty and crafts as manifested in arts, creation, environment 
and utopias. 

About the Biennial 
The Biennial of São Tomé e Príncipe was initiated in 
1995 as a clear signal that the tiny African country 
is not a backward outpost, reliant on the greater 
prestige and potency of its peers, but a country 
that possesses global credentials. The initiative 
was also meant to inspire and promote the active 
local art community. For seven years, the Biennial 
had a utopian character, until it took on a new form 
in 2002, being more directed towards the local art 
world in exchange with other countries. After the 
7th Biennial in 2013, no more were organized, the 
main reason being the renovation of the building 
of CACAU, the Casa das Artes Criação Ambiente 
Utopias (House of Arts, Creation, Environment and 
Utopias), the host of the event. The completion and 
re-opening of the CACAU building in 2019 coincide 
with a new Biennial concept, outlined by Renny 
Ramakers (co-founder of Droog in Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands). She is also the curator of the first 
edition of the renewed Biennial.



São Tomé e Príncipe
São Tomé e Príncipe is the second smallest country of 

Africa, an island nation located in the Gulf of Guinea 

that consists of the two islands called São Tomé and 

Príncipe. Colonized by Portugal, the country became 

independent in 1975. During colonial times, economic 

development was closely linked to sugar, slavery, coffee 

and cacao. As early as the beginning of the sixteenth 

century, the plantation economy was introduced in São 

Tomé e Príncipe and for three centuries, the country 

was one of the most important producers of sugar. This 

coincided with the import of slaves from the African 

mainland and the country becoming a main transition 

port for slave trade from Africa to South-America. 

In the early 1800’s, coffee and cacao were introduced 

to the islands, and by the end of the century, São Tomé 

e Príncipe had become the world’s largest producer 

of cacao. These economic activities had an impact 

on the landscape and the cultural mix of the islands’  

population. Today, the country has a little over 200.000 

inhabitants from African, European and Asian descent. 

São Tomé e Príncipe is a democratic country with 

free press. It has one of the highest alphabetization 

percentages of Africa. It is safe, easy to visit and offers 

an overwhelming nature and a friendly and welcoming 

population.

N’Golá 
With the new name ‘N’Golá’, the 
reinstated Biennial aims to open 
up the country to the whole 
sub-Saharan part of the African 
Continent, and to connect the 
local art community with artists, 
curators and designers from 
other African countries. N’Golá 
is a local language spoken in 
São Tomé e Príncipe with strong 
Bantu influences. It connects the 

islands with the rich cultural diversity and history of 
mainland Africa. It does not only cherish the original 
utopian character of the Biennial but, in doing so, also 
wants to send out an optimistic signal.

Optimism and a positive approach are the guiding 
principles of the new Biennial concept. It will be an 
event that expresses passion, beauty and crafts as 
manifested in arts, creation, environment and utopias 
of the sub-Saharan African continent, sending out a 
signal to the whole world about the power of African 
arts and culture. The Biennial aims to give a different 
global perception of African creativity, and to send 
out a different narrative than the usual reflection on 
the dystopic side of Africa. 



The program
Three weeks long, São Tomé will host the 
best of African art, design, architecture, 
fashion, music and dance. The new 
Biennial concept has been outlined by 
Renny Ramakers (co-founder of Droog 
in Amsterdam, The Netherlands) who 
will also be the curator of the biennial. 
CACAU will house an exhibition on 
Sub-Saharan African art, design, 
architecture and photography, co-
curated by renowned African artists. The exhibition 
will feature the work of more and less settled artists, 
guaranteeing quality and international attraction, 
as well as adventure and discovery brought about 
by young talents, chosen by these artists. Architects 
and designers will be commissioned to work closely 
together with the local community to design various 
pavilions, that can be explored by the visitors of 
the Biennial and can be used by the people of São 
Tomé afterwards. In a few Roça´s (former plantation 
homes) several textile and fashion workshops will 
take place, where all kinds of local materials will 
be employed and experimented with. During the 
opening weekend, a special program will be organized 
with music and dance performances, fashion shows, 
(local) food experiences, excursions to the beautiful 
rainforest in a quest for indigenous medical and 
other plants, and other activities such as a gamified 
poll among the inhabitants on 
the topic of tourism. During 
this weekend the Biennial will 
host international press and 
invitees.
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CACAU

Renny Ramakers is an Amsterdam based art 

historian. She is co-founder and director of  Droog, the 

renowned experimental design initiative. In 1993 she and 

Gijs Bakker started Droog as an anti-statement; a down to 

earth design mentality with a human touch that opposed 

the high style and form-based world of design. 

Today, her work often reaches beyond the realms of design. 

She created the research-and-do program Design+Desires 

with the aim to develop new perspectives on a changing 

society.  She is also working as an independent critic and 

curator, and lectures worldwide. She has curated various 

events, such as the huge presentatation Open Borders in 

Lille, featuring cutting-edge European designers, artists, 

architects and other creative people, and Pioneers of 

Change, a festival of Dutch design, fashion and architecture 

on New York’s Governors Island.  

As a critic, she has contributed to 

international magazines, books and 

catalogues, and authored several 

books. A book about her own life 

and work will be published in 2018. 

She was named one of the “150 

Women Who Shake the World” by the 

American magazine Newsweek and 

received the Dutch Royal Honors for 

her work, with which she made Dutch 

design internationally significant.

http://www.droog.com
https://www.droog.com/project/droog-event-i-open-borders-design-etc
https://www.droog.com/project/pioneers-change
https://www.droog.com/project/pioneers-change


CACAU
The heart of the 2019 Biennial is CACAU, the Casa 
das Artes Criação Ambiente Utopias (House of Arts, 
Creation, Environment and Utopias). Cacau also 
means cacao in Portuguese. For many years, cacao 
was the main source of income for São Tomé e 
Príncipe and had a great impact on the country´s 
population, natural resources and cultural traditions. 
The CACAU centre is located in São Tomé City and 
occupies a huge former public works warehouse that 
dates back to colonial times. It has been redesigned by 
the Amsterdam based Studio Droog and repurposed 
to house a museum on the history of São Tomé e 
Príncipe, exhibition spaces, conference facilities, 
podia as well as a restaurant and a bar. A striking 
feature in the renewed centre will be a ninety-meters 
long curtain made of banana fibres that functions as 
a space divider. It is being handwoven by inhabitants 
of São Tomé e Príncipe, and depicts the flora, fauna 
and poetry of the country.   
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Contact 

Director and founder 
of the Biennial 
João Carlos Silva

Names of Contact Persons  
Olavo Amado (STP)  
Pieter van Welzen (NL)

Telephone 
Olavo: +23 9 99 07 405 
Pieter: +31 6 50 28 58 09

E-mail  
cacau.saotome@gmail.com 
contact@visitstp.nl

CACAU adress
Avenida Marginal 12 Julho, São Tomé, 
São Tomé e Príncipe
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