
Word & Image - Gaze & Spectacle

Michael Meyer

A systematic introduction to the differences and similarities between studies of
word and image-relationships with a long tradition and the more recent visual
culture studies would surpass the limits of this introduction.1 Both directions of
studies favor multi-disciplinary approaches, which can also be fruitfully combined.
Before I introduce the various contributions to this volume, a case study of Jean
Rouch’s ethnographic film Les Maîtres fous about a Hauka ritual in the British
colony of the Gold Coast (1953/54; publ. 1957) will serve to display the use of an
approach that pays attention to the gaze and the voice in both visual and verbal
representations of post/colonial spectacles.

1. Case Study: Les Maîtres fous - containing ‘the horror’?
Why use Rouch’s ethnographic film Les Maîtres fous as a prime example of
audiovisual post/colonial culture? The challenging and highly contested

1 See, among other titles: W.J.T. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual
Representation (Chicago & London: U of Chicago P, 1994); “Word and Image,” in
Critical Terms for Art History, ed. Robert S. Nelson & Richard Shiff (Chicago & London:
U of Chicago P, 1996): 47-57; The Visual Culture Reader, ed. Nicholas Mirzoeff
(London & New York: Routledge, 2nd ed. 2002); Margaret Olin, “Gaze,” in Critical
Terms for Art History, ed. Robert S. Nelson & Richard Shiff (Chicago & London: U of
Chicago P, 1996): 208-19; and David Scott, “Visual Cultures: Minding the Gap,” in On
Verbal / Visual Representation. Word and Image Interactions 4, ed. Martin Heusser, Michèle
Hannoosh, Eric Haskell, Leo Hoek, David Scott & Peter de Voogd (Amsterdam &
New York: Rodopi, 2005): 251-56.
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film is inter-medial, performative, ironic, and self-reflexive,2 juxtaposing European
(English, French) and African perspectives, and voices on the critical verge of
decolonization. Rouch’s cinematic reflections and this particular film are
remarkable because they both try to find a new perspective on ‘us’ and ‘them’. He
foregrounds and therefore defamiliarizes the use of the gaze on and in the
spectacle of the Other.

Critics regarded the politics of the film as anticolonial and subversive
or racist and imperialist.3 The ethnographer Paul Stoller praised the film as a
“brilliant filmic articulation of colonial culture, which, like the works of Fanon, is
viewed from the vantage of the colonized.”4 The British authorities censored the
film as resistance to colonialism, probably not only motivated by the mimicking
ritual but also the Frenchman Rouch’s ironic comments on British colonial ritual.
African students who watched the film were impressed by the intrepid Hauka as
models,5 whereas Western students reacted with nausea, shock, outrage, or
analytic distance.6 African revolutionaries rejected the film as a racist denunciation
of Africans as primitive savages.7 The diversity of the responses, I would argue, is
based on the ideology of the observers and on four contradictory strategies of the
documentary: it invites and frustrates the voyeuristic Western gaze; it shows that the
Africans in trance become 'barbarian ’ in the very instant they assume the role of the
‘civilized’;8 it frequently employs words and images in discrepant ways; and it uses several
ambiguous

2  Jean-Paul Colleyn, “Jean Rouch: An Anthropologist Ahead of His Time,” American
Anthropologist 107.1 (March 2005): 115.

3  Réda Bensmaïa, “A Cinema of Cruelty,” in Building Bridges: The Cinema of Jean Rouch,
ed. Joram ten Brink and Michael Renov (London: Wallflower, 2007): 80-81;
Elizabeth Cowie, “Ways of Seeing: Documentary Film and the Surreal of Reality,” in
Building Bridges: The Cinema of Jean Rouch, ed. Joram ten Brink, & Michael Renov
(London: Wallflower, 2007): 210-11, 213-14; Jean Rouch, Ciné-Ethnography: Jean Rouch,
tr. & ed. Steven Feld (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 2003): 163.

4  Paul Stoller, The Cinematic Griot: The Ethnography ofJean Rouch (Chicago: U of Chicago
P, 1992): 70.

5  Cowie, “Ways of Seeing,” 211.
6  Stoller, The Cinematic Griot, 158.
7  Cowie, “Ways of Seeing,” 210-11; Stoller, The Cinematic Griot, 70.
8 Cf. Michael Thomas Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the Senses (New

York: Routledge, 1993): 241.
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framing devices of the actual ritual, such as reflections outside the documentary, in
the leader, and within the film.

Spectators watched different versions or observed different aspects in
the same version. Rouch presented the first version of the documentary without
any narrative comment to his French mentor in ethnography, who asked him to
destroy it (!) because he was horrified.9 Rouch added the narrative comment, a
leader, and the version I am referring to here, which was broadcasted on ARTE,
is preceded and followed by an interview with Rouch. It almost seems as if ‘the
horror’ of the ritual redolent of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness has to be carefully
hedged in order to be palatable and politically correct. A closer look at the
reflections about the project, the visual and verbal interplay in the film, of the
mise-en-scène of the gaze and the spectacle, reveals that the multiple frames and
cross-references do not necessarily hedge but rather multiply potential meanings.
I will (l) spell out the implications of the ethnographic filming addressed in
Rouch’s interview on ARTE before and after the documentary, including
Rouch’s essays, and I will discuss (2) the title and the leader, (3) the
representation of colonial life in Accra, (4) the ritual as spectacle, and (5) the
closure of the film.

1.1 Visual and Shared Anthropology: The New Gaze?
In the interview before and after the documentary on ARTE, Rouch stresses that
while he studied migration in Accra and showed an ethnographic film in public, a
Hauka priest among the audience asked him to film their ritual, a fact that seems
to confirm Rouch’s turn towards visual and “shared anthropology.”10 Rouch
rejects the one-sided, quasi-objective, empiricist, and structuralist approach to
ethnography, which observes the Other from a distance.11 Rouch’s cinematic
reflections document his

9  Jean Rouch, John Akomfrah & Joseph Clare, “Culture and Representation,” in The
Undercut Reader: Critical Writings on Artists ’ Film and Video, ed. Nina Danino & Michael
Mazière (London: Wallflower, 2003): 134.

10 Colleyn, “Jean Rouch,” 114. 11 Colleyn, “Jean Rouch,” 113.
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attempt to find an appropriate position and technology of perception towards the
other, appreciating other ways of thinking and living.12

Rouch is very much aware of the conundrum of the subjection of the
Other to the Western gaze but runs into contradictions because he partly
reiterates the traditional asymmetry of subject and object. He acknowledges the
problem that the anthropological ciné-voyeur pins the Other against the wall if he
refuses to be seen himself and to talk about the pro­ duct without its actors.13 The
shared visual anthropology he aims at ideally changes both the observer and the
observed and is based on a kind of ethno-dialogue, which implies the Other’s
feedback on the represen­ tation and its interpretation.14

Rouch’s participant-observer fuses the visual technology and the embodied I in
the “ciné-eye” and the “ciné-trance,” the man behind the camera becoming an
other in the process of filming.15 Rouch rejects the claim to objective knowledge,
but his “ciné-eye” in trance is too pat a solution to the participant-observer
problem, because the Western cameraman may change but he hardly becomes the
Other in the same sort of trance. Rouch’s rhetoric recalls heroic colonial travel
writing as an adventure and encyclopaedic collection of Western knowledge. His
dream is the mobile camera-eye that can be everywhere and allows “being invisible

12  Jean Rouch, Ciné-Ethnography, 156. Colleyn praises Rouch’s visual anthropology as an
advance against verbal ethnography (“Jean Rouch,” 112). The radical distinction
between visual and verbal ethnography and anthropology seems to be inaccurate
because since the late eighteenth century expeditions took artists on board to provide
visual documentation of ‘new’ worlds, which fed ethnography and anthropology - see
John MacKenzie, “Art and the Empire,” in The Cambridge Illustrated History of the British
Empire, ed. Peter James Marshall (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996): 296-317. In
addition, the kind of visual anthropology enabled by using the hand-held camera does
not leave ethnographic discourse behind but rather expands its options.

13  Jean Rouch, “The Camera and the Man,” in Ciné-Ethnography: Jean Rouch, tr. &
ed. Steven Feld (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 2003): 43; Jean Rouch, “The Mad Fox
and the Pale Master,” in Ciné-Ethnography: Jean Rouch, tr. & ed. Steven Feld (Minneapolis:
U of Minnesota P, 2003): 102.

14  Jean Rouch, “The Camera,”, 44; Jean Rouch, “On the Vicissitudes of the Self: the
Possessed Dancer, the Magician, the Sorcerer, the Filmmaker, and the Ethnographer,”
in Ciné-Ethnography: Jean Rouch, tr. & ed. Steven Feld (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P,
2003): 100.

15  Jean Rouch, “The Camera,” 39; Jean Rouch, “On the Vicissitudes of the Self,” 99.
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and present at the same time.”16 Rouch’s mobile camera with a wide-angle lens
comes even closer to the panoptic dream of knowledge than the traditional
concept of the elevated view from a distance:

we work with wide-angle lenses, so that we can be very close to the people we
film. It ends up reducing our action to an adventure that is the most perfect
disorder, since we film with wide angles, that is, seeing everything, but reducing
ourselves to proximity, that is, without being seen by others. We have become
invisible by being close and by having an extremely wide view; that’s the model
of disorder.17

The allegedly ‘invisible’ self is the blind spot of the panoramic view.18 What sort of
“adventure” and “disorder” is Rouch talking about? It is a concept of experience
beyond control (“disorder”) but devoid of any danger due to the “invisibility” - as
if the man behind the camera could participate without being really involved in the
world of the Other. Rouch’s ambivalent concept of ethnographic filming between
panoptic perception and mutual dialogue is also revealed in his assessment of the
medium. He does not claim to represent ‘the truth’, but maintains he is generating
the filmic truth between documentary and fiction.19

How can Rouch’s Maîtres fous fulfil the claim of showing a dialogic
“anthropology in reverse”?20 Neither Rouch nor the Western spectator can really
see through the eyes of the possessed in the ritual but look at the possessed in the
act of their performance of ‘us’ or, rather, the spirits of the British colonizers, ‘us in
them'. The self-reflexive foregrounding of making the documentary reveals the
limits of the ethnographer and his gaze. Disorder, subjectivity, and mediality are
rendered visible and audible by Rouch’s use of the hand-held camera, by abrupt
cuts, and by a bare,

16  Jean Rouch, Ciné-Ethnography, 147.
17  Rouch, Ciné-Ethnography, 154-55.
18  The problem of desired omniscience and invulnerability has characterized travel writing

from the late-eighteenth century until today; see Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel
Writing and Transculturation (New York & London: Routledge, 1992); Michael Meyer,
“Henry Morton Stanley’s ‘Cannibalism’,” in Xenophobic Memories: Otherness in Postcolonial
Constructions of the Past, ed. Monika Gomille & Klaus Stierstorfer (Heidelberg: Winter,
2003): 287-99.

19  Jean Rouch, “On the Vicissitudes of the Self,” 98.
20  Jean Rouch, John Akomfrah & Joseph Clare, “Culture and Representation,” 134.
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mostly descriptive commentary.21 According to Jean-André Fieschi, Rouch
discovers the materiality of the cinema itself, “a materiality where­by the scientific
statement of the evidence, slightly dislocated, becomes the fluctuating expression
of an elusive subjectivity that is simultaneously present and withdrawn even as it is
being formulated.”22 Rouch’s commentary displays a “voice which mirrors the
action rather than explaining or commenting it, withdrawn from the images and
‘charging’ them.”23

1.2 The Specularity of the Spectacle
The punning title is ironic, “meaning at the same time that these people were
masters of their own craziness, but also that the Masters, i.e. the white men, were
crazy.”24 If spectators share the colonial ideology or even remnants of it in the
shape of the assumption of Western superiority over African culture, the title
would evoke their hermeneutics of suspicion, which is further stimulated by the
subsequent text of the leader, which presents the Other as a mirror of the self.

At first, Jean Rouch’s introductory text in the leader establishes a dichotomy of
African people and cultures embedded in nature (migrants from villages in the
bush) and urban Western civilization in the contact zone of Accra. The phrase
“mechanical civilization” implies a negative variant of technological progress as
opposed to the purportedly humanist ‘civilizing mission’ the British laid claim to.
The film presents itself as an African authority’s employment of Western mimetic
technology: a Hauka priest asked Rouch to record their ritual after having seen
one of Rouch’s ethnographic films at a public viewing. What difference does a
movie audience make? The authorities had censored the ritual, which apparently
used to have a public audience and served as public entertainment and

21  Jean-André Fieschi, “Slippages of Fiction,” in Anthropology - Reality - Cinema: The Films of
Jean Rouch, tr. Tom Milne, ed. Mick Eaton (London: British Film Institute, 1979): 69.

22  Fieschi, “Slippages of Fiction,” 69.
23  Fieschi, “Slippages of Fiction,” 69. There are hints in Rouch that the camera provokes

disorder, but Kien Ket Lim goes too far when he claims that the camera breaks the
taboo for the Hauka priests to slaughter the dog in the ritual in his article “Of Mimicry
and White Man: A Psychoanalysis of Jean Rouch’s Les maîtres fous,” Cultural Critique 51
(Spring 2002): 58.

24  Jean Rouch, in Rouch, Akomfrah & Clare, “Culture and Representation,” 134.
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political criticism, an issue I will return to later. If the Hauka priest had a public
viewing of the ritual on celluloid in mind, he would not only regain but also
expand the potential audience, and therefore use Western technology in order to
outwit the British authorities. It is ironic that he appeals to a man who,
incidentally, belongs to the colonial rivals - the French.

The narrative voice continues to say that the violent ritual is nothing
but a reflection of ‘our’ civilization: “Et ce jeux violent n’est que le reflet de notre
civilisation.” Here, Rouch invites the voyeurist Western gaze at a sensational
spectacle of the Other but turns it against itself. This argument reduces the Other,
because the difference is erased,25 but qualifies the manichaean opposition of
civilization and barbarism, as barbarism does not appear to be the opposite of
civilization but its effect. This statement draws attention to violence as a key
element of the colonial encounter and to the revealing mimetic art of the Other as
a complement of the mimetic film.26 The game is “the ‘malign inversion’ and the
violent rehearsal of the ‘drama’ of colonization and the submission of men to a
regime which annihilates them. What is thus exhibited is not the inferiority or
savagery of certain men in relation to others but the ‘cruelty’ of the relations that
links the colonized to his ‘master’, the colonizer.27 Thus, the hybrid documentary
with two ‘authors’ disappoints the expectation of an unmediated Western gaze at
the ‘authentic and primitive Other’: the pictures serve as a mirror ‘commissioned’
by Africans, but the pictures are taken, edited, and commented on by one of ‘us’.

1.3 The Uncanny of Colonial Civilization
In the ‘civilized’ streets of Accra, bustling with life, the violence pre­ figured or
even ‘promised’ in the leader is invisible. Cowie draws attention to the fact that
“‘meaning potential’ arises not only from the complex and multiple reality
recorded, but also in its juxtaposition across the film, and its impact upon
audiences as shocking and impossible to assimilate within the conventional
(Western) understanding.”28 Accra is introduced

25  Sarah Cooper, “Otherwise Than Becoming: Jean Rouch and the Ethics of Les Maîtres
fous,” French Studies: A Quarterly Review 56.4 (2002): 484.

26  Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity, 242.
27  Réda Bensmaïa, “A Cinema of Cruelty,” 77.
28  Cowie, “Ways of Seeing,” 212.
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by the French narrator as the “Black Babylon” of West African migrants,
evoking the connotations of power, wealth, and dissipation. The pictures
present the city as a contact zone of the West and West Africans. The
establishing shot reveals a train passing from left to right at a railroad crossing, a
loaded truck passing an intersection from right to left, and an African policeman
with his motorcycle, African cyclists and pedestrians: suggesting progress, trade,
order, and wealth of unequal distribution. More trucks, buses and cars (and
another policeman regulating traffic) are juxtaposed to a long series of scenes of
barefooted African workers with their tools at their jobs, called by their
denigrating colonial appellation “grass-boys,” “hygiene-boys,” “cattle-boys,”
etc., in a defamiliarizing French accent29 - no European is visible, only a single
white arm that apparently wants to silence a cheeky African about to go down a
mine-shaft. These appellations in voice-over, the pictures of technical
equipment and machines, and the single white arm (not ‘working’) indicate a
pervasive if somewhat ghostly presence of colonialism. White viewers could
take these pictures of a busy colonial city as a perfect example of successful
colonialism; African spectators might be disturbed by the foregrounding of
working Africans and the names they are called (by).

The scenes of working life are followed by a shot of an African man
entering the “Week End in California Bar.” The Western titles of bars (also
“Weekend in Havana Bar”) sell dreams of unattainable places, which come
down to booze, dancing, and a sort of entertainment not explored in the film
and not chosen by the (mostly male) Hauka. African women are shown in a
protest march of prostitutes against low wages, in Yomba marriage processions,
and in public professions of Christian faith: the streets indeed reveal a Babylonic
mix of cultures, subcultures, and languages, which could be taken as an instance
of British tolerance, but the provocative editing of the shots of these women in
a parallel sequence might also question hierarchical value-judgements.

The colourful - if not uncritical - image of daylight Accra is literally
darkened by a glimpse of rituals on the fringe of the city in the evening. The
comment suggests a quiet retreat from the noisy city. Pictures show

29  See Erhard Schüttpelz’s perceptive reading in “Trooping the Colour: Besessenheit und
Erinnerung in Jean Rouchs Les Maîtres Fous,” Deutsche Vierteljahrsschrift für
Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschichte 72 [Supplement] (1998): 213-27.
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people dancing to music in the waning twilight, and all of a sudden a close-up shot
from below of an African’s face with bulging eyes and spittle around his open
mouth, partially lit by the unsteady glow of a flash­ light in the dark. The comment
stresses the estranging impact of that ghastly face, as the ritual is said to be
devoted to the new gods of the city, technology and power: the Hauka. While
white viewers might share the inordinate appreciation of Western technology and
power expressed in the words, its particular form of veneration, embodied in the
picture of the African in trance, creates an uncanny effect, since that African
seems to fulfil the colonial dream of adoring the masters, but the abject and
grotesque form of it is likely to prompt shock and horror. The conjunction of
stereotypical notions of civilization (reason, technology) and barbarism (‘madness’,
the abject) unsettles boundaries. This shot recalls the cult of Kurtz in Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness and raises voyeuristic curiosity about the ‘barbarian’ spectacle to
come. However, Kurtz forms the personified colonial centre of the cult, whereas
the Hauka ritual appropriates Western forces.

This brief glimpse creates suspense, and it seems to confirm the colonial
fantasy of the invisible observer’s panoptic penetration of darkness and the Other.
However, the proximity of the European observer to the African, which is visible
in the moving camera and the unsteady spotlight, creates both an awareness of the
camera’s and the spectator’s voyeuristic gaze and an uncertainty about the object
of the gaze: is the African oblivious to the ‘master’s’ presence; does he accept it or
does he simply ignore it? At any rate, there is no acknowledgement of the master’s
controlling gaze: the colonial hierarchy is not explicitly endorsed. If we assume
that Rouch asked for permission and the African knows that he is being filmed,
his performance detracts from the promise of a panoptic insight into the secret
and authentic Other’s culture.

Before the spectators get to watch the ritual itself, the performers are
introduced at their social gathering-spot, talking, relaxing, playing cards, and, as
the commentary maintains, pretending to read the newspaper. Why would Rouch
stress illiteracy and mimicry, which are not visible in the picture? The discrepancy
between picture and commentary shakes our faith in the mimetic truth of the film,
and implies that the presence of the camera changes people’s behaviour and turns
them into performers, since
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it is not likely that the African would try to fool his peers. The Western spectator
cannot trust the appearance of ‘civilization’, if we take literacy as a distinguishing
marker in the colonial ideology. The mimicry of ‘civilized performance’ creates
uncertainty about whether it signifies emulation or ridicule.30 Finally, the
commentary questions the British ideology of the civilizing mission, because
colonial subjects are deprived of education and the (democratic) participation in
the public sphere ac­ cording to Western ideals.

In this context, the slogan “Perseverance Conquers Difficulties” on the
bus that transports the members of the Hauka sect to their ritual space in the
jungle takes on an ironical meaning. The motto typical of Victorian self-help
acquires political connotations if it marks a vehicle (Western technology) that
transports Africans to a potentially subversive ritual performance that has been
relegated to the margins by the British authorities.

l .4 Drawing and Confounding Boundaries: Civilization in Barbarism in
Civilization
The ritual space of the performance (culture) is carved out of the jungle (nature),
where the uninitiated are segregated. New individuals need to undergo an
initiation ritual. They have to be introduced and get a beating as well as go into
the jungle until they become possessed. If the white man with the camera is
invited to take part and produce the documentary with­ out an explicit initiation
ceremony, he seems, through the power of his camera, to be part of a mechanical
mimetic force resembling the mechanical mimetic force that erupts in the
grotesque performance.

Cowie mentions that the items on the stage of the ritual are “‘found
objects’ whose redeployment produces a change of role.”31 The staging and the
props are fraught with meanings, which far exceed the bare descriptive words and
challenge the viewer’s hermeneutic skills. The stage is organized into two opposite
centres, the (British) government palace and the (African) sacrificial stone. The
apparent dichotomy between British politics and African superstition is
dismantled in many ways. Ironi-

30  See Homi K. Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial
Discourse,” in The Location of Culture, with a new preface (London & New York:
Routledge, 2004): 123.

31 Cowie, “Ways of Seeing,” 210.
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cally, the sacrificial altar (under a tree) is made from reinforced concrete, as the
voice-over tells us: we would not have noticed, but the commentary precludes
the association of the African pole with primitive nature. The government
palace is a painted, abandoned termite hill - one could have guessed as much
from the shape, but it could also have been a careless imitation made of clay: the
commentary ensures that we understand the inversion of the materiality and
provenance of the signifiers and their cultural signification in the ritual
(technology - African; nature - British). The altar is a solid disk, the palace a
sturdy but hollow structure, emptied of life, a ruin abandoned by its population:
the busy termites. The abandoned termite hill is an apt metaphor for British
colonial rule that has lost all support. Both the altar and the palace are subject to
sacred rituals because both are sprinkled with the blood of a sacrificed chicken -
and with gin. This hybrid and ambivalent form of the locale and the sacrifice can
be taken as an African acknowledgement of colonial power or its levelling to a
form of secular religion in the Western eye.

The voice-over also tells us that the pieces of cloth next to the palace
represent the Union Jack. The pieces of thin African/Indian/British cotton
cloth all look a little different but certainly do not resemble the Union Jack: the
words do not correspond to visual mimesis, a gap that challenges colonialism.32

These banners are literally floating signifiers, imprinted with African (?) traces,
and could be seen by Western eyes as caricatures of a political symbol or as an
appropriation of the power to define the significance of arbitrary signifiers,
because it certainly would have been no problem to imitate the design and
colours of the Union Jack. These ‘union jacks’ are migratory signifiers that aptly
represent the migrants who flood into Accra and perform roles that transgress
the boundaries between self and Other.

The camera takes a shot of two film posters behind the government palace:
Holiday in Havana (1949), a Hollywood production about the very unlikely
transformation of a sports star into a singer and performer and his romance,
promising escapist entertainment, plus The Mark of Zorro (1940), a romance and
action movie of revenge and resistance to political

32  Sarah Cooper, “Otherwise Than Becoming: Jean Rouch and the Ethics of Les Maîtres
fous T 488.
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repression and corruption in California under Spanish rule.33 The posters recall
the names of bars in town (Havana and California) and both reveal the escapist
options not chosen this weekend by the members of the sect. The fact that the
posters are tacked up behind the palace suggests that escapist Hollywood movies
help to contain potential resistance to foreign rule, or that British rule itself is
based on make-believe with its imperial ideals, aspirations, and performances. The
citing of these films highlights the difference between using an exotic space and
culture for the heroic adventures of individual white men (another parallel
between the BE and Hollywood), and the focus on African agency and
performance in this ‘commissioned’ film, between the illusionist seamless suture
of Hollywood camera work and Rouch’s ‘palpable’ recording of voices and
pictures.

The ritual begins with a public confession of those who feel guilty,
contrition, the promise to adhere to the rules in the future, and a purification
sacrifice by the priest. The sins confessed relate to hygiene (dirt), social rules
(adultery), and religious rules (tampering with bodies, blasphemy). These people,
not yet in trance, promise to subject themselves to medical, moral, and spiritual
discipline - these submissions can be read as a form of internal colonization or as
an African form of civilization, or a merging of both, which we can also see in the
sacrifice of a chicken and gin. The fact that the disbelief in the Haukas, Western
forces manifest in African spirits, is mentioned as a sacrilege is a sign of a fusion
of cultures that is hardly acceptable to colonials.

The governor appears in two manifestations, a sculpture and a possessed
performer (Fig. l below). Stoller more or less repeats Rouch’s comment of the
offering to the model of the governor:

Monkaiba makes an offering of an egg to his wooden statue of the governor-
general, a rotund white figure with a pith helmet and a moustache. He recites an
incantation and breaks the egg on the governor’s pith helmet [...] the
comportment of the Hauka recreates in exaggerated form the theater (sic) of
British military ritual.34

33  See The Internet Movie Database (1990-2009). Online http:// www.imdb.com (accessed 15
December 2008).

34  Paul Stoller, The Cinematic Griot: The Ethnography of Jean Rouch (Chicago: U of Chicago P,
1992): 150.
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A closer look at the visual representation calls into question the argument of the
mere reflection (“n’est que le reflet”) which Rouch introduced in the leader. The
sculpture is tanned or brown, but not as white as the governor’s horse or the
palace; the black colour on the head could represent a pith helmet or a fez, and the
“moustache” is a bunch of hair ‘savagely’ pierced through the nostrils (as opposed
to the goatee neatly fixed to the chin of the statue). The decidedly African
sculpture and offering recall Mr Kurtz and his cult rather than the British
governor. The visual scene makes a decisive difference to the mere description and
stresses the hybrid appropriation of the British ritual. The scene is dialogic,
because the breaking of an egg on the real governor’s head would be sacrilege but
is a sacrifice in the ritual: possibly, it is less the ritual itself than its recording and
editing that exploit the dialogic quality of the action.

Fig. l. Sculpture of the governor; film still from Jean Rouch, Les Maîtres fous (1953/57).
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The footing of the real governor shows the military ritual from a bird’s-
eye view, which makes the governor and the African soldiers lined up appear like
puppets in uniform, as if Rouch wanted to cut him down to the size of the
sculpture in the African ritual or draw an implicit analogy to the possessed Hauka.
What is more, the inserted footing can be read as a self-referential device,
“incorporating the element of fabrication proper to every system of
representation.”35 Rouch remarks that the British and the Hauka rituals are of a
different order but follow the same protocol. The dialogic ritual endorses and
questions the colonial order at the same time. Ignoring the colonial hierarchy, the
possession of Africans by the Hauka spirits transgresses all boundaries of race,
class, gender, and status: whatever their positions in real life, the Africans can be
possessed by the spirits of the engine driver, the doctor’s wife, the soldier, the
general, the secretary-general, the governor, etc. In their new roles, however, their
negotiations of authority and “round tables” seem to confirm the colonial rule.
The discrepancy between the serious and concise description, with­ out which the
Western spectator would not understand who or what is being ‘mirrored’, and the
mechanical, exaggerated, and therefore grotesque mimicry of a steam engine, the
“slow march” (Fig. 2 below), “inspection,” and “round tables” is uncanny. The
uncanny doubling does not yield any insight into the Other, since mimicry “exists
by being detected by the Other (the white man) as the gaze (from the natives),
even though the natives do not actually ‘look back,’ whose subjectivity is not in
any case determined (structurally, dialectically) by their own alleged mimicry.”36

Eva Hohenberger claims that the characters’ voices indirectly address
the spectators of the film and criticizes the fact that they are not translated and
therefore remain inaccessible to the spectator.37 This may be true, but the
narrative voice in Rouch’s ethnographic film does not pretend to yield a transparent
reality. The commenting voice makes us recognize something but always reminds
the spectator of his or her limits of understanding, which becomes particularly
obvious in the face of the Other in trance.

35  Fieschi, “Slippages of Fiction,” 72.
36  Kien Ket Lim, “Of Mimicry and White Man,” 51.
37  Eva Hohenberger, Die Wirklichkeit des Films: Dokumentarfilm, ethnographischer Film: Jean

Rouch (Hildesheim, Zurich & New York: Georg Olms, 1988): 277.
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Fig. 2. Mimicry of the British “slow march”; film still from Jean Rouch, Les Maîtres fous (1953/57).

Rouch pays much attention to the process of becoming possessed, a
veritable spectacle of the Other (in a radical sense):

It’s the ability to become possessed, the ability that signifies to Europeans awesome
Otherness if not downright savagery, which allows them to assume the identity of
the European and, at the same time, stand clearly and irrevocably eye-bulgingly
apart from it. What’s being mimicked is mimicry itself—within its colonial shell.38

Rouch takes close-up shots of shaking limbs, frothing mouths, and above all
rolling and bulging eyes. The voyeuristic gaze at someone who does not or cannot
look back or defy the gaze of the Other seems to perfect the

38  Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity, 241.
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panoptic control that pries into the other’s intimate secrets. Geiger argues that the
illusion of fully knowing the other by gazing through native eyes conceals the
effort of containment and control via representation.39 However, at this moment
of transition and in trance the Other is not him/ herself but a radical Other whose
perspective cannot be shared by Western eyes. Stoller’s view that the film “defies
the imperious arrogance of the Western ‘gaze’”40 does not take in the whole
picture, because Rouch’s gaze invites voyeurism, but his simple descriptions of
what we see confronts us with our voyeurism and our lack of understanding.
Thus, Rouch does not indulge in a fantasy of omniscience but uses and exposes the
voyeuristic gaze.

The sacrifice of a dog has been even more provocative than the performance
of colonial characters to European and African viewers because it is a sacrilege
that violates both an African taboo and a European taboo, as Rouch tells us,
demonstrating that the Hauka appropriate power above and beyond both cultures.
The pictures are revolting to Western sensibilities, but Rouch’s comments imply
that the Hauka dare to do this only because they embody Western spirits,
questioning any stereotypical interpretation of the act as simply ‘barbarian’ or
African. For a Western spectator, the sacrifice seems to present the worst of both
worlds, but for the Hauka, the act is an empowering gesture, a spectacle performed for
other eyes or even endorsed by its recording. The “round table” discussion about eating
the sacrificed dog raw (nature) or cooked (culture), and the decision to cook it, is a
perfectly hybrid action that subverts colonial categories.41

39  Jeffrey Geiger, “The Camera and Man: Colonialism, Masculinity, and Documentary
Fiction,” Third Text 42 (Spring 1998): 6.

40  Paul Stoller, The Cinematic Griot, 158.
41  A famous historical precedence of eating dogs serves to maintain the boundary between

civilization and barbarism: at the St Louis Louisiana Purchase Exhibition of 1904, semi-
naked people from the Philippines were exhibited in the Hall of Anthropology, eating
roasted dog-meat. Henrietta Lidchi argues that the spectacle was clearly taken to
represent savagery on the lower levels of human evolution as opposed to the civilized
spectators; Lidchi, “The Poetics and Politics of Exhibiting Other Cultures,” in
Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices, ed. Stuart Hall (1997; London,
Thousand Oaks CA & New Delhi: Sage, 2007): 196-97, fig. 3.8. However, in the
photograph one of the ‘savages’ wears a white gown and a small cap, and it seems that
they are very well aware of staging a performance, four of eight
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Cowie wams us not to subject the surreal and uncanny excess to a normalizing
psychological or political reading:

The power of the other is signified in the deployment of its signs while it is also
superseded by the superior power of the spirit, demonstrated by the inversion
and transgression performed by the spirit through the hauka adept. The ritual
presents an in-mixing of elements which remain distinct in a drama of their very
juxtaposition, a conjoined image of embodied self and spirit, of power and
weakness, where the abject and taboo are celebrated and valorised. The boundary
of self and other is permeated as meaning and identity slips between, for the
adept both is and is not the spirit.42

Cooper also warns us not to assimilate the Other but to acknowledge the Other
beyond what is visible, what we can represent and understand.43 I would qualify
and extend Cooper’s argument: (l) Rouch’s verbal representation makes Western spectators
aware of the mimesis of the ritual in the first place and at the same time draws their attention to
the fact that it is not a literal mirror image of the colonizers; (2) the visible representation itself is
already beyond ‘our’ comprehension, which in turn questions the referential use of Rouch ’s words
about the ritual (as op­ posed to the glossolalia of the possessed, which we cannot
understand anyway). The call for the acceptance and tolerance of the Other can
only be supported, but should not prevent a political reading of the ethnographic
film as a whole.

1.5 Flipside Images: Complementary Containment or Displacing Supplement?
The last part of the film repeats the juxtaposition of the first part, the sphere of
urban civilization, and the second, the ritual space, in the parallel editing of brief
shots from both spheres, underlining their interdependence. The link between the
ritual and ordinary life is established by the Haukas’ travelling back to Accra on
Sunday evening and (probably)

looking at or even smiling at the camera, a fact that questions the ‘authenticity’ of the
performance.

42  Cowie, “Ways of Seeing,” 212; see also 206 and 213-24.
43  Sarah Cooper, “Otherwise Than Becoming: Jean Rouch and the Ethics of Les Maîtres

fous” 493-94.
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taking dog’s broth with them for their peers who could not attend the ritual. The
return to the ‘civilized’ working week on Monday morning is marked by
inscriptions on walls, linking mechanical time and mental illness. The camera
zooms for a bird’s-eye view of a paved street, cars, shops (with pictures of Queen
Elizabeth), and the ad “Rolex, Omega watches.” The African workers would not
be able to afford these watches but are subject to the mechanical time of their
(white or Westernized) owners: time is money. A close shot shows a black sign
with a cross in a white circle and the white lettering “MENTAL HOSPITAL.”
(including the full stop). The black inscription of mechanical time on a white wall
complements the white inscription of a mental institution as its potential
consequence, a fact that recalls the mechanical civilization mentioned at the
beginning. The parallel editing of shots juxtaposes the ‘same’ individuals as
working citizens, smiling, acknowledging the gaze of the camera, and as
grotesquely performing Hauka with “visages horribles,” apparently oblivious of the
camera. Thus, the ambivalent documentary (as a whole) not only “turns from
mimicry - a difference that is almost nothing but not quite - to menace - a difference
that is almost total but not quite.”44 The documentary suggests that the energetic
African in trance represents mimicry and menace at the same time, both the
mimic doppelgänger of his other self, the African in ‘ordinary’ life, and the
colonial masters. The parallel editing implies a positive answer to Rouch’s final
(rhetorical) question about whether these Africans have a remedy for not
appearing abnormal but perfectly integrated. For Fieschi, Les Maîtres fous is

no longer simply recording a ritual, but making a more complex survey of an
essentially cathartic collective practice, a sacrifice whose exceptional nature is
clearly understood to be an assurance of social normality [...] established at the
outset.45

Fieschi’s generalizing interpretation follows Rouch’s concluding remark but
neglects the past and present context. At the beginning of the movement in the
late 1920s, the French imprisoned the Hauka for their public rejection of colonial
rule, as did the British authorities on the Gold Coast in 1935, a policy they
changed to toleration if the ritual was no longer

44  Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man,”  131.
45  Fieschi, “Slippages of Fiction,” 71.
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performed in public.46 Rouch’s rhetorical question could but should not be
reduced to a message of containment, because it refers to a defective, mechanical
Western civilization and colonial system that, ironically, needs not only African
workers but also (an apparently effective) African culture in the shape of the ritual
to maintain public order. Rouch ’s verbal comments neither exhaust nor delimit the aesthetic
impact of the spectacle, which testifies to the power of the attractive object of the gaze beyond its
grasp. The identities of the colonial spectator and the colonized object are
dissolving:

To become aware of the West in the eyes and the handiwork of its Others, to
wonder at the fascination with their fascination, is to abandon border logistics
and enter into the “second contact” era of the borderland where “us” and
“them” lose their polarity and swim in and out of focus [...] mimetic excess [... is]
spending itself in a riot of dialectical imagery.47

The confusion of identities per se can have a political effect, as it opposes the
careful policing of boundaries that justify colonial rule. Thus, the documentary of
the Hauka ritual can be understood as a questioning of the Western gaze,
decolonizing us.48 In addition, the ritual mimicry of colonial performance implies
that Africans, while retaining (some) traditions, could appropriate not only
Western technology (driving engines or trucks, as they do in real life) but also
economic, social, and political power, as they would soon do after the film was
made, achieving the independence of Ghana in 1957.

2. Contributions
The four contributions about colonial representations cover illustrations of
Shakespeare’s Caliban, Hogarth’s iconotexts, Orientalist literature and painting,
and Stevenson’s emigrant view of Edinburgh. In “Liberating the

46  See Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity, 240; Stoller asserts that the ritual combination of fright
and the burlesque served as a critique of French colonial rule: “the Hauka mocks the
identity which he or she represents”; “Horrific Comedy: Cultural Resistance and the
Hauka Movement in Niger,” Ethos 12.2 (Summer 1984): 177.

47  Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity, 246.
48  Stoller, Cinematic Griot, 159-60.
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Strange Fish - Visual Representations of Caliban and their Successive
Emancipation from Shakespeare’s Original Text,” Daniel Jaczminski argues that
the position of a master-text is endorsed even by intertextual and intermediai
transformations that criticize it from various ideological and aesthetic positions.
Artists have been inspired to translate the deformed slave into a visual figure,
which changes from the eighteenth- century animal to the Darwinian barbarian
and the early-twentieth-century slave. An abstract painting erases colonial
inscriptions but runs the danger of returning to Shakespeare’s text as a referent.

Peter Wagner situates Hogarth’s visual othering in a broad picture of
contemporary culture, aristocratic fashion, xenophobia, gynophobia, racism, the
verbal satire, and the visual arts, including a discussion of the rich commentary on
Hogarth from the Enlightenment to postcolonialism. Hogarth’s African appears
to be a hybrid figure of the Other that is marked in racial and cultural ways as a
counter-figure to English culture. The African is often used as a negative foil of
Englishness but also as an intelligent and more ‘natural’ subject, expressing the
defamiliarizing perspective of wonder at strange English customs and French
effeminacy.

Patricia Plummer takes a critical perspective on orientialist glimpses of the
harem in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century writing and fine arts. She argues
against Edward Said’s claim that the academic study of the Orient left the
imaginary Orient behind. The academic and the popular images of the Orient are
interdependent, intermediai, and heterogeneous, marked by differences of gender,
class, nationality, and culture.

In her analysis of Robert Louis Stevenson’s descriptions of Edinburgh,
Cordula Lemke juxtaposes the tourist gaze with that of expatriates. She explores
the contradiction between the nostalgic, picturesque illustrations of the Scottish
capital and its highly ambivalent descriptions in the text, which highlights the rich
cultural tradition, but juxtaposes deplorable social and living conditions with the
flourishing business and modernization of Edinburgh, the latter of which might
be of less interest to the picturesque tourist. Lemke speculates that the guidebook
may have been addressed to Scottish emigrants, constructing an imagined
community of Scots, who are reminded both of why they left Scotland behind and
of what binds them to their home country.
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Two of the five contributions on African art deal with hopes of a better
future, African studio photography, and contemporary South African cartoons.
Gisela Feurle’s argument on African studio photography ties in very well with
Olu Oguibe’s assertion that African photography privileges “faith over
faithfulness,”49 rejecting one strand of the European response to photography as
a transparent and empirical medium. Feurle maintains that African studio
photography often addresses the hopes and visions of those depicted rather than
their actual positions in society, serving less the future memory of the present
than the projection of a successful future. We may add that they might serve as
memorials of failed illusions later. Feurle recommends looking at photographs in
order to stimulate students’ creative writing, reading photography in the context
of the photographers’ theories, and discussing fictional representations of
photography.

Sonja Altnoeder draws on W.J.T. Mitchell’s concept of the ‘imagetext’ for her
analysis of the intricate interaction between word and image in cartoons with
reference to race, gender, and politics in the ‘new’ South Africa. Altnoeder alerts
us to the contradiction between the South African self-presentation in a
narrative of progress and the news of persistent violence and ongoing crisis. The
metaphor of the rainbow gives a misleading impression of achievement rather
than a vision, and symbolizes transdifference, the acknowledgement of
racial/ethnic differences and the blurring of their boundaries at the same time.
Zapiro’s allusive drawings and pertinent texts question the narrative construction
of a new South Africa, its optimistic metaphor of the rainbow nation, and the
promise of racial - and gendered - equality.

The next three contributions share Altnoeder’s concern with the South
African negotiation of pervasive racism. Marita Wenzel and Heilna du Plooy
discuss painting and the politics of ekphrasis in South African novels. Marita
Wenzel explores Zakes Mda’s representation of South African reality in the
verbal imagery and intermediality of his novels. Mda reveals a fascination with
nature imagery, religious icons, paintings, and symbolic colour as against black
and white. He conceives art as a ritual

49  Olu Oguibe, “Photography and the Substance of the Image,” in The Visual Culture
Reader, ed. Nicholas Mirzoeff (London & New York: Routledge, 2nd ed. 2002): 577-
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and liminal space of uncertainty, possibility, and transition beyond the confines of
apartheid.

Heilna du Plooy scrutinizes the dynamic use of words and images by the poet,
novelist, and painter Breyten Breytenbach, whose self-image or ‘I’ is closely
related to his ‘eye’ and continually revised in the creative space of his oeuvre. As
an opponent of the rigid apartheid system, Breytenbach suffered from
imprisonment, a fact that may be related to the continual transformation of the
self, which is paradoxically both unstable and recognizable.

Susan Arndt, drawing on Critical Whiteness Studies (based on the fact that the
symbolic order of race is grounded on unmarked whiteness), criticizes the fact
that race evasion does not overcome discrimination but perpetuates it. J.M.
Coetzee’s novel Disgrace plays with implied signifies of whiteness and displays
alternative responses to whiteness in crisis: Davie Lurie’s attempt at repressing the
issue, and his daughter’s acceptance of guilt and atonement.

Five contributions analyze Asian or British-Asian art. Two articles juxtapose
the enormous relevance of visual re/presentation; and the scepticism and distrust
this re/presentation receives is due to its tenuous hold on ‘reality’. Three deal with
cross- or transcultural relationships, the problem of overcoming cultural auto- and
hetero-stereotypes, and the divided response to these deviations from norms. The
divided responses discussed here suggest that the critics rather than the artists still
think along the lines of Orientalism and occidentalism, although they, too, regard
these ideologies with suspicion.

Ann Spangenberg applies Foucault’s Discipline and Punish and Bryson’s Vision
and Painting: Logic of the Gaze as well as the Chinese conception of ‘face’ in order to
scrutinize the use of visual impression management and observation as strategies
for negotiating social status and power in Timothy Mo’s The Monkey King. The
novel qualifies the power of panoptic omniscience individuals are subjected to by
stressing the individual agency in manipulating visual performance. Verbal
communication mirrors double dealing in body language, resulting in uncertainty
and ambiguity rather than totalitarian control. The occidental protagonist Wallace
leams to manipulate Oriental customs in order to stake his claims in the family of
his Chinese bride.
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Laurence Petit discusses the presentation of history and the self in language
and photography in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight's Children. She places the novel in
the rich contexts of literary tradition as well as post­modern and postcolonial
theories of representation, which are divided between iconophilia and
iconophobia. Rushdie’s novel veers between love and hate of visual media.
Photography is taken as a basis of the imaginary construction of a self that is
threatened by dissolution. However, photos fail to preserve the past or are only
able to do so with a decisive difference. The metaphor of pickles for pictures
suggests the preserving of impressions in and the fading of photographs. In spite
of the fascination with images, Petit argues, Rushdie reasserts the regenerative
quality of the word and the novel.

In “Negotiating Difference in Ashutosh Gowariker’s Lagaan and Ketan
Mehta’s Mangal Pandey,” Lucia Kraemer qualifies the stereotype of the
predominantly verbal Indian cinema, in which the visual simply doubles the
verbal. Her analysis unfolds the complex and ambiguous visual, musical and verbal
juxtapositions. British characters, who are critical of colonial institutions and take
to Indian dress, language, music, and myth, try to mediate between cultures.
Gender is of crucial importance: the Scottish protagonist Gordon can adopt an
Indian life-style, whereas Elizabeth can­ not cross the divide. Kraemer discusses
the divided response to these historical movies. Many Western viewers are
attracted by recognizable genre conventions and exotic ethnicity, but the inclusion
of Indian visual and verbal conventions may also alienate others. The film has
been accused of Orientalist stereotyping but avoids the occidentalist stereotype of
the openly sexual Western woman and the British oppressor.

Christine Vogt-William takes a detailed look at the way Jane Austen’s classic
English novel is transformed into the transcultural Indian movie Bride and Prejudice.
The movie addresses stereotypes of hetero­ sexual gender, class, education, and
cultural differences in the field of transcultural choices of partners between
Indians from the subcontinent and the diaspora. The movie has received criticism
for catering to an Orientalist and patriarchal gaze; at the same time, it shows
options of female agency and crosses cultural boundaries.

In the context of recent Asian-British violence, Rainer Emig asks us
to look beyond fashionable - because often humorous - postcolonial fic­
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tion to Asian-British in-your-face pop music. The female rapper M.I.A. a.k.a.
Maya Arulpragasam, Emig suggests, performs mimicry and hybridity in dialogic
montages of texts and images that recall Bakhtin and Bhabha, defying any
expectations of unbroken authenticity. M.I.A. straddles boundaries because she is
playful and aggressive, sardonic and violent, exposing and reversing both Asian
and British gender stereotypes.

The next two contributions look at the complementary deployment of
stories and pictures about the past in order to negotiate present cultural identities.
In her analysis of the relationship between Sidney Nolan’s pictures about Ned
Kelly and Peter Carey’s True History of the Kelly Gang, Renate Brosch is interested
neither in a study of influence nor in ekphrasis. She focuses, rather, on particular
visual strategies that aim at rendering landscape a productive visual means to
negotiate national myth and to invite international audience participation. Brosch
refers to the concept of ‘vernacular’ space as marked by individual agency and
praxis in opposition to ‘official’ space defined in social and political terms. She
argues that Nolan’s painting of Kelly, reduced to an empty signifier, undermines
the narrative of an individual and national identity almost as much as Carey’s
novel of Kelly’s frequent movements, fleeting perceptions, and fragmented stories,
amounting to a sense of dislocation in an unstable space. The gaps and ellipsis in
the perception of places and in the highly metaphoric narrative, Brosch maintains,
prevents the illusion of an objective space and addresses the reader’s imaginative
and projective participation in experienced space.

In her examples of indigenous children’s fiction from New Zealand, Canada,
and the USA, Michaela Moura-Koçoglu reveals how words and pictures
complement rather than repeat each other, creating more than the sum of its parts,
promote mutual particularization and re­interpretation. The illustrations make us
see something that is beyond our verbal understanding, introducing us to
indigenous perspectives and to alienating experience between ‘ethnic’ and
mainstream culture. These ‘multicultural’ children’s books invite readers to
appreciate ethno-cultural difference within a modem context.

The last two articles take focus on the artistic exploitation of the gap between
words and images. Nicole Schröder scmtinizes the negotiating of ‘home’ in Ken
Lum’s photo project There Is No Place Like
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Home. Schröder takes recourse to W.J.T. Mitchell’s concept of the ruptured
‘imagetext’, pointing out the gap between words and pictures. Lum’s portraits of
anonymous people and phrases about the significance of home and their position
towards and at home are as ambiguous as the title slogan of the project. Lum
invites spectators to speculate about the attribution of words to the characters
depicted, their positions, potential addressees, and contexts: home appears to be
more of a highly contested concept than a specific place.

Jens Marrtin Gurr reflects on the functions of asynchronous word & image
relationships in movies. Movies require the spectator to continuously correlate
words and images, whereas language attributes meaning to pictures presented
simultaneously. Postmodern art requires us to make sense of signs without the
promise of closure. In Jim Jarmusch’s Dead Man, the potential meaning of delayed
references between visual and verbal signs ask the audience to read everything as
potentially meaningful. This structure might appeal to spectators to search for
scattered signs of the Indian genocide and Indian absence in contemporary
American culture.
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