Trick Translation:
African Adventures and American Affairs

Ruth Mayer

African adventures are not about Africa, as in adventure fiction any
exotic background, be it Africa, the Near East, China, or India, is
more of a mindscape than of a geographical location. It thus reflects
not fact but fantasy, not anthropological probings but wistful
speculations which turn to the far-away to reformulate the all-too-
familiar. The transgression into unknown territory—the jungle, the
desert, the magic castle—is a purely vicarious journey, enabling the
audience "to explore in fantasy the boundary between the permitted
and the forbidden and to experience in a carefully controlled way the
possibility of stepping across this boundary," as John Cawelti noted
in 1976, emphasizing the compensatory function of adventures,
mysteries and thrillers (35). And since the advent of postcolonial
theory this insight has been further substantiated, as apart from
claiming the surrogate character of exotic adventures, postcolonial
critics pointed out their legitimizing function for the politics of
Western imperialism. Edward Said has consequently called these
narratives "adventure-imperialism,"” outlining a genre which
according to him glosses over the dirty reality of colonial power
relations by acting out limited and easily solvable conflicts, hence
distracting from the irresolvable incongruities between colonizer and
colonized (Culture and Imperialism 188).!

If these constellations seem to be entrenched with European
history, it is especially in view of the adventure genre that U.S.-
American parallels come to the fore: not only has a cultural industry
of Hollywood productions and TV-serials heavily relied on the
constant reiteration of action-adventure topoi. Moreover these issues
of invasion, survival and self-assertion in the wilderness are
intricately linked to an U.S.-American history of imperialist thought
and politics, no less complicated and extensive than its European
counterpart.2 In view of these reflections it seems that African
adventures are actually about American affairs.

1 See also Busia, Marchetti.

2 As one of the most important reflections of this US-American involvement
with imperialist power relations cf. Kaplan and Pease. Gesa Mackenthun has
recently correlated
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And yet, it is more complicated than that. |1 will delineate the
problem which pertains to the colonial setting in general in view of
the African situation, where it is probably more glaringly evident
than anywhere else. For lining up the representations of Africa, the
stereotypes, projections, clichés of Africanicity, is in a way the only
approach to Africa there is. While 'Africa,' this mythical concoction of
savage peoples, wild animals, mysterious witchcraft and dangerous
nature, is clearly a Western invention, this invention has for a long
time served as the only common ground to correlate the different
cultures and vast spaces of the contintent: the African culture does
not exist. But on the other hand, as critics from Eric Sundquist to
Kwame Anthony Appiah have shown, concepts of cultural
differentiation and ethnic self-fashioning have always drawn upon
negative ascriptions and imageries, inverting the original thrust in
the very act of appropriation. Likewise, in postcolonial emancipatory
politics from Pan-Africanism to négritude colonial stereotypes are
not so much discarded as redefined, which makes it so hard to draw a
clear-cut line between negative projections of otherness and strategic
enactments of difference: the positions seem to interfuse, as the
images are largely the same while their function shifts continually.3

By dint of this approach, the ready-made images of Africanicity
(Toni Morrison), just like images of sinité (Roland Barthes) or
Orientalism (Said) mediated in adventure fiction gain a new
significance. Since its early implementation in, say, colonial travel
writing, an imagery of colonial contact has been established which is
called up to the present day in adventure fiction. However, while the
thrill of adventure fiction definitely depends upon the immediate
accessibility of this imagery, upon a repetitive and conventionalized
structure, the individual texts of the genre simultaneously testify to
historically and ideologically specific contexts. Both aspects,
structural repetition and ideological transformation, are by no means
hostile, but interdependent. By tracing one dominant pattern for
casting colonial contact, a pattern | will call 'trick translation,' in
three different historical contexts, | will gauge some of the
ideological changes involved. Setting out with a brief reflection on
early colonial travel writing,

this approach with postcolonial theoretical methodologies which have as to
now largely concentrated on the context of European imperial and colonial
history.

3 This intricate interrelation between projections and appropriations is of
course not an exclusively 'African' phenomenon but pertains to all discourses
of postcoloniality. However, in the African context the fictionality of the
colonial imagery is especially evident: there is no common denominator for
cultures from the Cape to the Mediterranean but this imagery, so that the very
idea of an 'African culture' presents a contradiction in terms. Cf. Sundquist,
Ranger, Appiah, Mayer.
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I will then look at a classical piece of adventure fiction, H. Rider
Haggard's King Solomon's Mines of 1885, to set it off against these
traditions. | will end my reflection with a glance at a postmodern
parody of the genre, Walter Abish's text Alphabetical Africa, which
draws upon the conventions of adventure fiction in a way that
highlights the techniques of both trickery and translation.

Trick Translations

Mary Pratt has differentiated two main stances in colonial self-
stylizations, an imperial "rhetorics of conquest" suffusing the
absolutist era, and an ensuing rhetorics of "anti-conquest"
demarcating the split consciousness of Western travellers in the
eighteenth and nineteenth century, their paradoxical desire "to
secure their innocence in the same moment as they assert European
hegemony" (7). However, although this rhetoric of "anti- conquest”
doubtlessly pertains mainly to modernity, the history of exploration
and colonization has from its outset been characterized by the
awkward evidence of conflicting ideological stances: politico-
economical interests were hard to identify with religious doctrine,
and a practice of merciless and unconditional exploitation clashed
with a theory of salvation and brotherly love. The reconciliation of
these contradictory stances was a chief concern of colonial
narratives—exploration reports, travel writing, autobiographies, and
guide books. In these texts the evidence of violent takeover was
either justified as a necessary sacrifice for the better of everybody
involved, or re-formulated in terms of dialogic 'persuasion’ rather
than enforced submission, so that from its very beginning
colonialism has been involved in a rhetorics of anti-conquest, as it
were.

To contain an imperialist system within such a rhetoric calls for
confusion, however, and indeed a highly contradictory symbolical
system resulted from the efforts to reconcile the irreconcilable. What |
call 'trick translation' is perhaps one of the most persistent tropes for
casting colonial contact in terms of mutual understanding without
abandoning the idea of a clear-cut hierarchy of communication and an
European monopoly of meaning-production. One early example is the
much-related anecdote of Columbus forecasting an eclipse of the
moon to natives who had refused to provide his expedition with
supplies. Casting the event as a sign of God's wrath, he allegedly
frightened the natives enough to discipline them. Similar accounts of
tricking indigenous peoples into submission by profitting from
superior skills or advanced information abound throughout the history
of
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colonial contact and became stock elements in adventure fiction. Next
to amazingly many convenient eclipses of sun and moon, it was the
technology of civilization that figured foremost in these scenarios of
manipulated persuasion. And as the natives lacked a discursive
framework to grasp these technologies, a seemingly indigenous
symbolical system was brought into play to enable conversation—
magic: "European technology (especially of firearms)," as Peter Hulme
remarked, "suddenly became magical when introduced into a less
technologically developed society" (128).

Still this transformation of technology into magic is more
complicated than might seem at first glance. In a close reading of
colonial self-stylizations Eric Cheyfitz came to the conclusion that not
technology itself is made out as an equivalent for native magic, but the
colonizer’s rhetoric which turns technology into magic and thus
manages to translate between two world views. Citing John Smith's
account of a dazzling performance of European superiority in front of
an Indian audience, Cheyfitz remarks: "Smith must have been quite an
orator, quite a magician of persuasion, for, as we learn from his True
Relations, he enchanted the Indians with only a compass and a pistol
that broke during one of his demonstrations" (78-9). The colonizers'
eloguence tricks the natives into submission, even as weapons misfire
and the Europeans are hopelessly outnumbered. If we take further into
consideration that Smith spoke hardly a word of the native language at
that time, the performance becomes magical indeed, if not altogether
in the intended sense. The actual encounter seems to have relied more
heavily than acknowledged on the presence of the pistol after all.

But I am not interested here in the realistic dimensions of this
account, in the natives' actual or feigned or ascribed admiration or in
the likelihood of the scenario itself.4 What interests me much more is
the power of this and similar accounts to shape future fictions of
cultural contact, the impact which these enactments of translation and
trickery obviously had, erecting an imagery of intercultural
communication constructed on entirely fictional grounds. Trick
translation therefore seems to correlate different systems of thought—
technology and magic—yet it is based on the manipulative power of
one side only, with the trick translator figuring as the ultimate master
of the colonial game, who controls the colonial discourse both
materially and rhetorically via technology, knowledge, and cunning. In
travel reports and

4  For a reflection on the 'other' side, native reactions to first encounters and
trick translation, and the transformations these strategies undergo once
appropriated into native discourse, cf. Comaroff and Comaroff as well as
Taussig.
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exploration accounts the colonial space is turned into the 'stage' for
an European performance, as Ulla Haselstein has shown:

The reason European authors have given for their successful use of
ruses and tricks in their dealings with the Other is that the 'savages'
are unable to recognize the theatrical machinations as such: naive
and superstitious, they are prone to fall prey to the illusions of their
own forms of magic and hence their European counterfeits as well.
For their own part, however, the Europeans interpret the successful
creation of illusions as a confirmation of their presupposed cultural
superiority. Thus linguistic colonialism with its 'gift' of civilization
addresses a domestic audience as well: by describing members of a
different culture as 'savages' and by subsequently representing
these 'savages' as fascinated watchers and helpless victims of
dazzling performances, the Europeans are able to invent themselves
as civilized and hence as joint authors and players in a theater of
social power which learns to view and to describe itself only by way
of its projection onto another culture. (363)

Confined to the 'colonial stage' the trope of trick translation confirms
the superiority of the European manipulators, once dissolved from
this context, however, the implications of a rhetorical manipulation
of meanings have to appear highly ambivalent.

Stephen Greenblatt commented upon this effect in his reading of
another account of trick translation, Thomas Harriot's report of his
dealings with the native Algonquians in Virginia in 1588. As he
pointed out, the colonial masquerade of the ‘great white gods' with
'magical instruments' in front of a native audience should gain quite
disturbing implications as soon as it is referred back to the European
situation. After all, by dint of this logic, the entire system of
Christianity could be conceived of as a volatile construction of clever
rhetoricians and tricksters. While these implications were widely
contained in the colonial period, as Greenblatt showed, this
containment rests upon two conditions: on the one hand the trick
translator sides with a colonial readership which is 'in on the game'
while the natives are 'out of it'; on the other hand the colonial
situation is rhetorically 'bracketed' as altogether extraordinary, in no
way comparable to the situation at home and thus calling for
extraordinary strategies and patterns of behaviour.

If this containment seems inconsistent, we should bear in mind
that so is the rhetoric of 'anti-conquest’ from which it derives, or,
even more broadly put, colonial discourse itself, in which a
multiplicity of "interpretive possibilities" that are "logically exclusive,
not only coexist but both equally and formally oppose each other" as
Laura Chrisman has shown (47). The
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trope of trick translation epitomizes such conflicting possibilities of
interpreting colonialism, expressing the desire for communication
and the fear of losing control. Thus the trick translator's insistence
on the exceptionality of the act of trickery forecloses the idea of a
pervasive political or religious manipulation of meanings, and at the
same time ascertains the absolute value of the achievements of
civilization.

"Ye shall taste of our magic": King Solomon's Mines

King Solomon's Mines might not be "THE MOST AMAZING BOOK
EVER WRITTEN," as initially advertized, but it was doubtlessly a
tremendous success, creating a powerful imagery of Africanicity for
generations of adolescents to come and lancing a vogue of African
adventures in novels and films. One reason for this popularity
throughout the twentieth century was most likely Haggard's liberal
adherence to the rhetoric of 'anti-conquest,’ his much-acclaimed
"admiration for natives in general" ("Introduction” King Solomon's
Mines xviii).

In King Solomon's Mines colonial contact is enacted as a benign
encounter, and violent conflicts are brought about only as inevitable
reactions to native aggressions. Thus the novel which relates the
quest of three gentlemen-adventurers into the wilderness culminates
in a confrontation of this group with attacking Africans. Quatermain,
the narrator and leader figure, manages to stop them dead in an
ingenious, if not altogether original brainwave: "Stop!” | shouted
boldly, though at the moment my heart was in my boots. 'Stop! we,
the white men from the stars, say that it shall not be. Come but one
pace nearer, and we will put out the sun and plunge the land in
darkness. Ye shall taste of our magic" (184). Of course, conveniently
enough, the eclipse of the sun which Quatermain happened to have
read about in his almanach sets in at that very moment.

Using his superior knowledge to stupefy the natives, Quatermain,
just like countless other narrators of colonial encounters before him,
draws upon trick translation, as he casts Western knowledge in local
terms and turns science into magic. And as before these trick
translations, which pretend to take the native point of view into
account, are employed as gestures of good will, averting violent
conflicts and protecting the Europeans on savage ground. Tricking
the natives into consent thus figures as a—humane and liberal—
alternative to the brutal techniques of imperialist subjugation or
extermination, just like in John Smith's or Thomas Harriot's reports.
And yet, the enactments of trick translation have changed since the
early days of
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colonial contact. Although Haggard does implement the trope along
the long-standing lines as in the 'eclipse-scene,’ a closer look at some
other enactments of trick translation in his novel will reveal a
significant shift in the trope's focus and function.

The novel has three white male protagonists and each of them
represents a specific stance of colonial history. While Quatermain is
clearly the modem man, a trader who introduces himself as "a
cautious man, indeed a timid one" (32) and a "bit of a coward" (155),
his first companion, Sir Henry Curtis, is not accidentally compared
time and again to the African warrior-chief Ignosi. Both are noble
savages, admirable, yet anachronistic.5 The future belongs to men
like Quatermain who negotiate their way through the wilderness
rather than heroically fighting it out. In light of this dichotomy of the
ancient and the modem the third member of the expedition, Sir John
Good, takes an interesting intermediate position, as he pertains to an
older order morally, yet testifies in his entire appearance to the
advent of modernity.

While Sir Henry might make the most striking appearance of
these three, it is not he who impresses the natives to no end, but
Good. Ridiculously set on maintaining European standards of
neatness in the jungle, Good, equipped with an eye-glass and false
teeth, comes to incorporate European civilization in his very person.
Quatermain keeps emphasizing the absurdity of this insistence on
European norms in Africa:

There he sat upon a leather bag, looking just as though he had come
in from a comfortable day's shooting in a civilised country,
absolutely clean, tidy, and well dressed ... his eyeglass and his false
teeth appeared to be in perfect order, and altogether he was the
neatest man | ever had to do with in the wilderness. (54)

Yet Good's curious paraphernalia of modernity fail to make sense in
the African context and again trick translation serves as a means of
ascribing new 'local' meanings to them. In the first moment of
contact with the Kukuana, a tribe living in total seclusion,
Quatermain casts Good's pathetic appearance, which is doubly
ridiculous at this time for his being only half-

5 The implications of this interlinkage of Sir Henry and Ignosi are significant, as
Ignosi is 'Anglicized' in its course, while the 'Africanization’ of Sir Henry is less
emphasized. Eventually both are decontextualized by way of exotic
associations, as the very first description of Sir Henry exemplifies: ,,1 never
saw a finer-looking man, and somehow he reminded me of an ancient Dane.
Not that | know much of ancient Danes, though | remember once seeing a
picture of some of those gentry, who, | take it, where a kind of white Zulus*
(11). Later on, Ignosi's light skin and European (,Grecian“) features are
emphasized as testifying to the same noble tradition, the 'White Zuluism.'
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shaved and without his trousers, in terms of magical intervention

and primitive power:
"It is well," I said, carelessly,". . . beware! Play us no tricks, make for
us no snares, for before your brains of mud have thought of them,
we shall know them and avenge them. The light from the
transparent eye of him with the bare legs and the half-haired face
(Good) shall destroy you, and go through your land: his vanishing
teeth shall fix themselves fast into you and eat you up, you and your
wives and children; the magic tubes shall talk with you loudly, and
make you as sieves. Beware!" (118)

Africans, this logic runs more or less along the established lines,
cannot grasp the new and unfamiliar unless it is ‘'mythified’ and
'‘primitivized,’ so that a glass eye figures as the 'evil eye' and false
teeth perform cannibalistic rites. And when Quatermain concludes
that his "magnificent address did not fail of its effect" (118), trick
translation appears as virtually the only way of gaining access to the
savage mind, manipulation providing the only means of
communication. And yet, it is interesting to see what precisely is
being communicated here.

As | pointed out before, classical trick translation celebrates the
figure of the colonizer as the clever rhetorician and technological
manipulator, casting European skills and instruments (the almanach,
the gun, the compass) as elements of an elaborate machinery of
deception. In King Solomon's Mines, however, what impresses the
natives most deeply are trite objects. The eye-glass and the false teeth
have nothing grandiose, sinister or heroic about them, whatever way
you try to read them. They become grandiose only by way of trick
translation. Thus the trickery here comes across as more pervasive
and more fundamental than its earlier versions. Not only does
Quatermain translate between English civilization and African
wilderness, but he moreover manages to transpose the mundane into
the extraordinary, the ridiculous into the heroic. Apart from
establishing a clear-cut hierarchy of meaning-production and
meaning-reception, the text relies upon a chuckling solidarity
between narrator and reader which excludes the natives doubly—not
only do they mistake Western technology for local magic, but
moreover they prove incapable of telling apart the trite item of
everyday use and complicated mechanical instruments and
machineries of civilization.

By dint of this turn, Quatermain's warning to the natives—"[p]lay
us no tricks"—seems entirely superfluous. After all, the natives' tricks
could never be as subtle and intricate as his own manipulations. And
yet, there are some kind of African 'tricks' which seem very well
capable of raising European provisions and fears. Paradoxically
enough, African magic is not only
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evoked as a ridiculous superstition, rendering the natives prone to
fall for tricks, but also and simultaneously as a dangerous and
sinister practice of resistance, embodied by the witch Gagool who
comes to represent everything Europe is not: primitivism, cruelty,
perversity and unmotivated hatred, making "the land evil in the sight
of the heavens above" (245).6 While Western systems of thought—
technology and science—are shown to be rationally deducible and to
serve always the right ends, African witchcraft is presented as weird
and inexplicable.” The curious fact that the Western system comes
across just as inexplicable and weird to the Africans remains
unacknowledged, although Gagool's invectives against the Europeans
play upon this very reciprocity of projections. She calls them
"magicians and evil-doers," echoing their epithets against herself,
and again the idea of a masquerade of magic on both sides suggests
itself. Briefly, in between, there is a moment of instability and
ambivalence which is significant. Momentarily the colonial
masquerade seemed to be all- comprising, with everybody tricking
everybody else and everybody believing to be in control.

When the colonizers leave, however, Gagool is dead and a
completely hybrid English system of law and order has been
established in Kukuanaland, so that this possible interpretation is
completely effaced, and the univocal hierarchy of manipulators and
manipulated has been reasserted. The system they leave behind
constitutes a second-rate culture, a mock-modernity applied to the
primitive conditions, a fake civilization. Again it is Good who
unknowingly accentuates this ambivalence:

We were very sorry to part from him [Infadoos]; indeed, Good was
so moved that he gave him as a souvenir—what do you think?—an
eye-glass. (Afterwards we discovered that it was a spare one.)
Infadoos was delighted, foreseeing that the possession of such an
article would enormously increase his prestige, and after several
vain attempts actually

6 Laura Chrisman has noted that Gagool occupies ,the sites both of perverter
and preserver of African custom, as epitome and aberration.“ Due to the
splitting of Africanist images in this novel it is never clear what precisely is
made out as 'genuinely’ African—Ignosi's noble savagery or Gagool's perverted
rites: ,,Gagool's knowledge is essential but of necessity evil; it matches
imperialism's own, in this text exposing imperialism as the conscious process
it claims not to be. ... Gagool may ... be seen as a product of imperial
discourse's own bad fath. She is its bad mirror, engendered by the conflicting
desires, fears and self-knowledges that imperialism cannot acknowledge to
itself”(53).

7 Although explicity denounced as ‘evil' and perverted, African magic does very
well have fascinating connotations in this novel. As Patrick Brantlinger has
shown in view of Haggard and other imperialist writers, magical and fantastic
plot lines were often enacted in close analogy and open reference to traditions
of the gothic, so that horror interfused inseparably with delight.
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succeeded in screwing it into his own eye. Anything more
incongruous than the old warrior looked with an eye-glass | never
saw. Eye-glasses don't go well with leopard-skin cloaks and black
ostrich plumes. (311)

The very idea of Kukuanaland, an utopian island sealed off from both
civilization and wilderness, is like this figure of Infadoos, in a
leopard-skin cloak with an eye-glass. Civilization, once dissolved
from its original setting (England), becomes a lifestyle to be donned
and shed, to be given away and adopted at will, while the control over
its images and meanings remains firmly in the hands of its
originators, the Englishmen, who are consequently the only ones to
detect this application's inherent absurdity, its incongruity and its
logical breaks: the eye-glass in the native eye.

Abish's Africa
"Adventure without risk is Disneyland."”
Douglas Coupland, Generation X

Hollywood has always loved colonialism, not to speak of adventure
plots, and an analysis of the countless Hollywood versions of
Haggard's work alone would present an interesting reflection of the
varying colonialist imageries brought forth during this century.8 In
Allan Quatermain and the Lost City of Gold, the second Hollywood
production starring Richard Chamberlain as the lead character,
Quatermain once more is forced to resort to tricks to save his and his
friends' life. A savage by the quite fitting name of Nasta, who is so
savage that he grows fur on his arms, dares him to break a rock with
his head. While this Quatermain is definitely neither 'timid' nor a
‘coward,' but a completely streamlined American adventure hero, he
still is not up to breaking rocks by head. Instead he very secretively
fastens a barrel of dynamite underneath a stone bench, mumbling
with an almost unbearable wink to his American friends, some
‘abracadabra’ and blows the bench up. The natives are impressed,
take him for a god, and once more, trick translation, as in so many
Hollywood films, has been replaced by special effects.

Indeed, in most action-adventures of the eighties and nineties,
special effects take over the function of meaning-making, if meaning-
making is the right word for the ambivalent network of filmic
guotations, ironic

8 Kenneth Cameron has delineated the changing foci and plot lines of the
Hollywood adventures drawing on Haggard.
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disclaimers and ideological implications at work in these films, as
Michael Rogin has pointed out:

When an imperial white male wins a white woman in violent
combat with evil, dark tribes, as in the Indiana Jones movies,
everyone knows that these surface cartoons are not meant to be
taken seriously. So we don't have to feel implicated in their
displays, can think they are send-ups of 1930s serials rather than
precipitates of current covert operations, and forget what we have
seen. (521)

Moreover, in these films the coalition of understanding which Haggard
established between narrator and readers finds its equivalent in a joint
thrill in front of miraculously functioning technological, electronical,
nuclear tricks which the hero plays upon his adversaries, the audience
always merely half-initiated but only the more aware for that of the
hero's brilliance, coolness, and expertise. Of course, this is the formula
not only for colonial adventures but also for thrillers from Invasion
USA to Mission Impossible, yet the colonial setting presents an ideal
location for such scenarios. The exotic background, be it African or
Caribbean voodooism, the South American or the Indian jungle,
provides not only a mass of easily impressible bystanders or easily
dismissible victims but is eventually totally integrated into the logic of
Western technology, or rather, special effects: no magic and no
mystery left over.

Thus in Live and Let Die, a James Bond film of 1973, set largely in
Jamaica, a voodoo ritual devised to kill the Bond girl Solitaire is
unmasked as the workings of a giant subterranean high-tech
machinery controlled by the Harlem gangster boss Kananga. Where
indigenous magic itself turns out to be nothing but technological
hocus-pocus, remotely controlled from underneath or behind, trick
translation is no longer an isolated maneuvre but the only discourse
there is, a discourse moreover, which is not even intended for the
natives any longer, who figure as nothing but a picturesque backdrop
for a conflict between American gangsters and British secret agents.
When James Bond discovers the machinery, he uses his own little
tricks and devices to confront it while the natives stand by and are
impressed, believing to the end in the power of voodoo where the
power of special effects has long taken over.

One year after this film, in 1974, Walter Abish published his novel
Alphabetical Africa. And if a white male protagonist on a quest, a
beautiful white woman, a perverted dictator, and some black and
white villains make a classical adventure, then this novel is just that.
Just like in the Bond adventure lustful black men and erotic black
women abound and there is no lack of magic rituals and exotic
customs, although no one cares to
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understand or explain any of them. It is only on the level of structural
simplicity that the novel does not actually meet the requirements for
an adventure, indeed Abish is quite hard to read.®

Alphabetical Africa sets out with the chapter heading “A” and
then runs through all the letters of the alphabet to "Z" and then back
again to "A." In the first chapter every word starts with the letter 'a'
and in the following chapters step for step the other letters of the
alphabet are taken up and then discarded again as the headings run
back to "A." As the letters are 'collected’ the plot of the novel slowly
crystallizes: an "author" who only later becomes an "I" relates his
adventurous quest for a beautiful blonde, Alva, throughout the
African continent. In the course of this quest he discovers the quite
frightful fact that Africa is shrinking (of course this is revealed only
in chapter "S"). In the beginning, however, we are faced with almost
meaningless, fragmentary sentences due to the fact that alliteration
rules mercilessly. Yet while in Abish's presentation Africa has
become a purely semiotic space, "[h]idden somewhere within the
mind-numbing, machine- gun-like rapidity of the alliterative
absurdities of this chapter is a politically oriented course" (Schirato
134). Heaping cliché upon cliché—linking "African amulets" with
"amorous Angolan abductions," "abhorrent acts" with "anachronistic
assaults" {Alphabetical Africa 2)—Abish from the very beginning
leaves no doubt about the fictionality of his Africa, yet manages to
render this fictionality, this constructedness its most central
feature—an 'alphabetical’ Africa indeed.

In this respect Abish's Africa resembles the absurd comic-strip
Africa in the Quatermain films, although Abish insists upon the
problematic and paradoxical implications of this '‘Disneylandization'
of Africa. His narrator, the ‘author' and T of the novel, involuntarily
epitomizes precisely this absurdity when emphasizing his need for
authenticity and truth by way of a highly stereotypical imagery of
Africanicity:

I came here at a moment's notice because my book defied
completion. It needed local color. Authentic African cries. |
measure my deliberate advance into Africa. | measure my concern,
my difficulties, my long

9 In his analysis of Walter Abish's How German Is It and Alphabetical Africa,
Klaus Milich has emphasized the metafictional quality of these novels, their
strategy of epitomizing and criticizing ,a semiotics of colonialism with its
inherent ethnocentrism and logocentrism” (181), thus reading the novel in the
context of postmodern ethnology and cultural anthropology. While this
contextualization doubtlessly makes sense, Abish's approach also 'drains'
cultural anthropology of any strategic potential for enacting actual cultural
contact. Setting adventure fiction against anthropology and ethnography,
Abish displays the futility of these representations of otherness, taking the
discourses apart yet hinting at possibilities for their eventual
reimplementation.
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horseback journeys. | came here carrying a duffel bag containing a
compass, a handgun, a few books, a large map, a dictionary,
handkerchiefs, condoms, a classical assortment, also an itinerary.
I'm in a black country, everything is dark, everything, even all
sounds, heavy, dark, beating drums, in my ears even African joyous
dancing appears dark and mysterious. Because | am insecure, I'm
always looking at my map and checking my compass. (34-35)

Even if the author's ‘classical assortment’ contains the stock
instruments of the explorer and adventurer—the compass, the
handgun—he is more of a tourist, equipped with every possible item
to facilitate his "deliberate advance into Africa.” Communicating with
the natives is no big problem in this context, "[[Juckily" the author
jots down early on his travel, "all Africans have a language" and even
if he doesn't get it—"It is a click language of Africa. It goes: click,
click, click, like an empty gun"—there is not much need for spoken
communication: "everyone accepts American Express credit card"
(29-30). Translation, whether tricked or not, seems no longer
necessary here, cultural contact functions along other lines, as
another character, the "French Consul" learns, "having lost his
invaluable compass" and "lacking ... a dictionary," yet "apprehensive
about future contacts":

Despondently, each morning French Consul holds a conference.
Every inch a diplomat, he addresses his end, but he also is
addressing a communal conscience of East and Central Africa. He
keeps explaining in his aristocratic French how much he loves
Africa. He knows Africans are easily moved by an emotional appeal.
Africans, it appears, are moved less by explanations and more by
eloquent facial expressions. French Consul, after all, is a master at
conveying his distress by lifting an eyebrow. How delightful, how
exquisite. African drums immediately describe facial expression.
Consul is a consummate artist. Nobody can forget his fantastic
expression. Everyone is lifting an eyebrow, enraptured at finding a
new feat in communication. Arched eyebrows are included in a
cuneiform code. | may be lost forever, comments French Consul,
but I feel happy at having fathered a cultural explosion. (117)

Indeed, the French Consul manages to accomplish what long
generations of explorers, travellers and adventure heros have not
brought about: true and univocal intercultural communication, a
cultural explosion indeed. The fact that nothing is communicated
here, cannot diminish this achievement. It is no accident that it is the
imitation of a facial expression that facilitates the complicated
process of translation here, as time and again in this novel, it is by
imitation, mimicry and masquerade that people communicate, if
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communication is the right word for this continuous projection and
reflection of expressions. Thus the African/European, male/female
dictator "Queen Quat" makes mimicry the basis of imperial power,
ordering his/her subjects to paint entire countries orange, blue and
green in order to match their representations on Western maps, and
finally disturbs the author deeply by "impersonating] Africans in the
bush, and me, mimicking my accent, my awkward embraces, my
hesitations" (45). Significantly enough, Queen Quat makes a fortune
out of a "cosmetic empire."

Stepping outside of the all-pervasive pre-fabricated colonial
imagery of 'Africanicity’ seems impossible, at most its arbitrary and
superficial character can be visualized by way of mimicry and
theatricality. Colonialism in Alphabetical Africa is nothing but a
masquerade, a global drag show in which "[a] 11 foreigners are actors
for an African continent"” (132), while "Africans are applying
American cosmetics" (19).

This is an extreme way of ending these reflections, as Abish in a
way explodes the trope of trick translation by rendering the trickery
universal, the translation a farce. And yet, the postmodern reflection
of colonialism functions as a point of origin for other strategic
enactments of colonial contact and post-colonial communication,
paradoxically opening up a perspective on cultural contact as
reciprocity and exchange by way of its insistence on the one-
sidedness of representation. Not accidentally have recent
anthropological approaches from Renato Rosaldo to Michael Taussig
and postcolonial theory from Homi K. Bhabha to Kwame Anthony
Appiah highlighted the representational strategies of mimickry and
mimesis, playing upon the notion of distorted reflections and
fractured imitations— repetitions with a difference—so that in this
context the trope of trick translation figures as a means of invertion,
opening up a view on colonial discourse as reciprocal and uneven.
Seen that way, trickery enables translation.
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