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This study examines a set of digital files comprising rare ethnographic footage collected in 
southern Africa by a German expedition led by anthropologist Leo Frobenius between 1928 
and 1930. Filmed with a focus on the Barotse of then-Northern Rhodesia, the footage captures 
over two hours’ worth of scenes documenting aspects of material culture, the journey of the 
expedition team and Great Zimbabwe, amongst other content.
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Inspired by the method of ‘object biography’, the project begins by describing the footage in 
terms of its physical presence and its archival history. A logging method was developed to aid 
this process, essentially a textual record including meta-data, and this close visual analysis 
yielded findings which are further explored, such as geographical locations, different modes 
of filming and linkages with the greater Frobenius archive. The footage appears to have been 
collected by Adolf Jensen, an anthropologist on the expedition. This examination also 
revealed the presence of several other filmic entities digitized together with the footage, 
including snippets of an edited film titled, Burgen im afrikanischen Busch (1932), a short, 
less-than-a-minute fragment of a 1960s edited clip, and a third insert collected in 1934/5 on 
an expedition to Ethiopia. The archival history of the southern African footage is traced across 
space and time from its creation moment to its present-day existence as digitized object. This 
tracing of the object’s changing form supports an analysis of its shifting meaning, and two 
specific moments are selected for closer interrogation, namely the time of the expedition, and 
the current era in which this research is being done. A methodology for analyzing unedited 
footage is constructed, drawing on various areas of scholarship, such as the ethnographic 
documentary genre, archival theory, visual anthropology and previous research on 
ethnographic unedited footage of the Marshall Family Expeditionary Films of the 1950s. Part 
of this analysis is a revisiting of Frobenius’s method/theory for understanding and perceiving 
culture, termed ‘kinematography’. It serves as a prompt and an as yet unexplored angle with 
which to examine the use of film by him and his team. In analyzing the form and meaning of 
the digital footage, issues of decolonization are examined, and the research attempts to 
disentangle the plurality of meanings that emerge, which exist beyond the history of ideas and 
interpretations that informed the collection of the footage. Trinh Minh-ha’s film 
Reassemblage (1983) serves as a useful analytical tool to focus on specific aspects of the 
ethnographic film tradition that the footage is an example of. Attention is paid to questions of 
representational convention as well as more subtle experimental aspects. Exciting new 
developments are explored in terms of technology and digital film resources such as open- 
access digital resources and the restoration of footage collected in Africa and taken to the 
West for post-production, in a sense becoming ‘lost’ to the continent, whose history they form 
an integral part of. The research concludes that, like the archive as a whole, footage of this 
nature is dynamic and changeable, in ways that are also specific to the filmic medium.
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The digitized footage came to Wits when History of Art student Janus Boshoff visited the 
Frobenius Institute in September 2016 in the course of research on his Master’s project 
exploring the photographic content of the archive. The Institute’s photographic technician 
Peter Steigerwald gave Boshoff two DVDs containing copies of historical footage that had 
been recently re-discovered in the archives. The details of these events, including when exactly 
the footage was discovered, what format it was found in and when the process of digitization
occurred, are unknown even to the staff of the Institute (Steigerwald 2017: pers. comm.). 
Boshoff brought the digital copies back to Wits and passed them onto Justine Wintjes who has, 
since 2014, headed a team of postgraduate students working on various projects linked to the 
Frobenius archive, in an active research relationship with the Frobenius Institute. Wintjes’ 
knowledge of the ninth Frobenius expedition to southern Africa and the archival materials thus 
generated helped to establish certain grounding information about the footage, before I took 
the object on for my research. My professional background combined with an interest in 
African art history immediately piqued my interest in the footage and motivated the 
formulation of this study.

A series of intriguing digital film files were brought from Germany to the University of the 
Witwatersrand for study in 2016, revealing rare ethnographic research footage collected in 
southern Africa almost nine decades earlier. I was offered the opportunity to study these 
files as a Master’s project, drawing on my familiarity with the film medium and 
background in television where I have worked as a producer for 19 years. It is this 
collection of interlinked digitized files of footage that is the object of this research.



	

 

 

  

 

  

   

  

 

   

 

  

 
   

 

 

 
 

   

 

  

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

																																																								
1 It also included a mysterious leg to India, which is not included in the footage (Frobenius Institute website, 
2017a). 
2 ‘Raw’ footage in film terms means unedited shoot footage. Filmic terms such as this are explained in the 
glossary in Appendix I.  
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3) A short fragment, only fifty-three seconds in duration, of a 1960s-edited clip, also 
included like an insert, preceded and followed by raw footage. This may once have formed 
part of a longer edited film. This footage does have audio.

2) A 12-minute snippet of an edited ‘movie sequence’ dating from 1932, produced under 
the name Burgen im afrikanischen Busch (including credits, graphics and edited scenes). This 
snippet is interspersed with the unedited footage and appears to be missing some of the credits; 
it is present as several inserts within the footage. This footage is also silent.

            
               

             
                

             
           
          

               
             

             
              

            
      

A high-level description of the object of my research:1.

INTRODUCTION

1) The ‘unedited footage’: Original raw2 shoot footage (or perhaps partially edited), 
which makes up the majority of the moving images on the DVDs. This footage is silent.

From information provided by the Frobenius Institute and fieldwork collated by Wintjes and 
her team, we know that much of the footage was captured at various points during Frobenius’ 
ninth expedition to southern Africa, which lasted from about August 1928 to March 1930

(Wintjes 2013:171), and covered the southern African region, specifically the modern 
countries of South Africa, Lesotho, Zimbabwe, Namibia, Zambia and Mozambique.1 

My examination of the digitized files has revealed that they are a conglomeration of excerpts 
from various reels that were digitized together, producing twelve separate electronic files 
saved on two DVDs. Through close visual study, this research has established that it 
comprises elements of four distinct filmic entities that have been merged due to various 
archival transformations over time, including recent digitization. These four entities, all in 
black and white, can be teased apart as follows:



	

4) An insert from footage collected on a later 1934/5 expedition to Ethiopia. This 

footage is silent, and black and white. This insert follows the 1963 insert detailed above and is 

followed by unedited footage. 

 

  

 

2. Project outline: 
 

 2.1  The footage as archival exercise: 
 

  

 

 

  

 

  

 

 2.2  Chronological and contextual analysis: 
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The first objective of this project is to describe the footage in terms of its physical presence and 
to investigate its archival history, relating it to the larger archive. The identification of the four 
sets of materials within the digitized collection is detailed further, as well as the dates of their
creation.  The footage has been through a  ‘logging’ exercise, essentially a textual 
documentation of the meta-data of the entire two-hours’ worth of DVDs, in terms of scene
description, time code referencing and images from the footage. Through this close visual 
analysis against the greater Frobenius archive,  this project explores linkages and connections 
between the two.

                
               

              
            

       

         
                

               
              

               
 

              
               

                
               

              
            

               
             

          
              

          
              

               
              

       

                
               

              
            

               
             

               
                

            
                

             
          

       

                
               

              
            

               
             

               
                

             
                

             
              

    

                
               

              
            

               
             

               
                

             
                

             
              

           

These four entities, collectively in their currently conjoined state, are referred to as ‘the footage’.

                
               

              
            

               
             

               
                

             
                

             
              

                

                
               

              
            

               
             

               
                

            
              
             
              

                 
  

                
               

              
            

               
             

               
                

             
              
             
             

               
     

I proceed to trace the timelines of the transformation of the footage as an object, specifically 
from raw footage through to DVD, by which time it has been conjoined to several other
entities. This process helps to anchor the footage to two distinct moments in time; firstly,
1928-1930, the historical creation moment of the footage on the ninth expedition, and,
secondly, the current moment in which this research is being done, where the footage is 
analysed as a digital object. In examining the circumstances and effects of the footage’s
digitization, issues of decolonization as relevant to my research are looked at, and the archive 
is examined as a resource that calls to be radically reconfigured in the present. Through this 
approach this project attempts to disentangle the plurality of meanings that emerge, which 
deviate from the history of ideas and interpretations that informed the collection of the 
footage by the original research team. This acknowledges the footage within its original 
context and the ideologies that shaped its creation, while also framing it in contemporary
times, helping me, as a postgraduate student, to grapple with its shifting form and meaning 
and to find ways of approaching these materials in the present moment. 
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Because of the footage’s disjointedness, the viewing experience is disorientating and at times 
frustrating, and the almost complete lack of audio further adds to the confusing affective
quality. It was only once the systematic logging process commenced (which is detailed in 
Chapter 1), a slow and careful analysis of each shot, that it was possible for me to gather a 
firmer grip on what I was watching and realized that what I was dealing with was originally 
an array of different filmic entities as outlined above. What can be reconstructed of the 
archival journey is documented, and the many transformations of this object of moving 
images is outlined in greater detail later in the Introduction.

                

                

         

                

                

         

          

                

         

             

                   

  

              

               

              

           

       

              

        

        

                    
               
                  

                
               

              
             

                 
         

 

 

 

               
              

              
              
            

              
     

             
                    

                  
                

                
             

               
              

       

             
                    

                   
            

                 
              

              
                 

        

Chapters 1 and 2 briefly explore the 1932 movie sequence mentioned above, titled Burgen im 
afrikanischen Busch, and outline the process of finding and acquiring a full and complete copy 
of this film from another archive. The treatment of the 1960s edited sequence and the

I have been unable to fully ascertain the details of other archival transformations that these 
materials have undergone over the near century since the footage was collected, as this 
information was either not recorded or lost. This complex process of transformation, linked to 
changes in film technology over time, is something that is specific to footage as archival
material. A lack of recorded information about the archival process together with the
English/German language barrier have made it challenging to establish the details of how the 
footage found its current digital form.

The movie sequence, 1960s edited clip and Ethiopian footage appear haphazardly in the unedited
footage, and it is not known why the different segments of the footage (entities 1, 2, 3 and 4 above) 
are ordered in this way. It took a great deal of close looking to recognize them as separate entities 
now that their digitized state has merged them. According to staff from the Frobenius Institute we 
know that the footage existed on different film reels that were lying in storage, though the exact 
configuration of these reels remains unknown to me, and was apparently reordered when the 
material was digitized, constrained by the requirements of the digitization process. This has caused 
the content to be ‘merged’ into a seemingly arbitrary sequence of digital files with no sense of
beginnings, endings, or the original order of their creation.

              

             

         

I intend this project to be a gesture towards decolonizing the archive, however small, while 

recognizing that the wider project of decolonization is an enormous and ongoing undertaking. 

This research is a first step in that process.
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Ethiopian footage is brief, as these entities are not the focus of this study and are produced at 
different temporal and geographic points, making them objects of separate potential study. The 
reasoning for focusing my attention closely on the raw footage with its links to the 1932 movie 
sequence is that, since they were produced within a year of each other (the footage being shot 
between 1928 and 1930) and the movie sequence was produced directly from the footage, they 
are closely related objects arising from a similar time and ideological context.

Project approach:3.

This study is structured around these two key contexts, the ‘historical’ and the ‘contemporary’, 
analyzing the different forms and meanings specific to each, to create a kind of dialogue 
between the two intervals. The historical context is framed around the creation moment of the 
footage, where I turn to various areas of scholarship, such as film history, archival theory, and 
visual anthropology for tools with which to describe and contextualize the footage. The 
findings show that at this time, ethnographic film was growing in popularity, and, as 
technology improved the cameras available, moving images came to be adopted as a key 
medium for recording material culture for ethnographic study and demonstration (Barnouw
1993:23). The fascination that the colonies held in the early twentieth century also created an 
appetite for films of far-flung places for those living in European countries such as Germany
(Fuhrmann 2015:1). In Germany in particular, a relationship developed between scientists and 
film houses, in collaborations on the production of ethnographic films, regarded as educational 
for the public (Fuhrmann 2007:5). While Frobenius embraced the latest filming technology on 
his ninth expedition to southern Africa, so too did some 50 other German ethnographic 
expeditions between 1905 and 1930, proving it to be a popular choice for these kinds of 
research trips at the time (Fuhrmann 2007:4).

            
              

             
                  

                 
            

             
           

                 
         

For the moment of contemporary interrogation, the work of activist and filmmaker Trinh
Minh-Ha provides a critical response to the ethnographic genre in filmic form. Her work, 
Reassemblage (1983), is a critical commentary on films made by Western filmmakers about 
‘the Other ’ (films arguably similar to the films that the footage of this study would have fed 
into), making it a useful post-colonial tool of analysis to hone in on particular features of the 
ethnographic film tradition that stimulated her critical response. Yet her documentary also 
comprises some of the elements present within the historical footage, but in a manner
self-consciously situated in relation to the film-historical and visual anthropological. Several 
devices are identified as present in the footage, by design or by accident, that Minh- ha has 
deliberately created producing many similarities in the viewing experience between
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 The ‘Barotse’ from Barotseland, a region between Namibia, Botswana, Zimbabwe, Zambia and Angola, are today referred 
to as the Lozi. The Lozi Kingdom is defined as a ‘nationality’ rather than a ‘nation’ (Yablochkov 1960 in Ranger 1968:227). 
Ranger  defined  the  Barotse  as  a  complex  ‘group  with  superior  techniques  of  political,  social  and  economic 
organization [that] acted as [a] centre of attraction to other groups [and] increasingly assimilated them, and imposed its 
language and ethos upon them’ (p.227).

             
              

                
               

               
           

             
               

               
            

            

the two, such as the disjointed editing, the repetitive shots, and the confusing quality created either 

by the lack of narration, or the incongruency between the narration and the visual image.

This project examines, too, issues around archives forged in colonial contexts and the ethics
of digitization. Richard Kuba, senior researcher at the Frobenius Institute (and in charge of the 
ethnographic pictorial archive), writes about the challenges of managing in the modern age a 
digitized archive originally forged under colonial ideologies, and of the tensions created by 
online access today. He discusses situations the Frobenius Institute has faced in this regard, and 
of the complexities surrounding the ethics of digitization of sensitive materials. I engage with 
Kuba’s learnings in this matter and, together with other relevant sources, interrogate the nature of 
the footage itself — the footage as evolving material culture, as something more complex than 
simply a product of its makers — with resonances with the current work being done in the 
domain of object- centered theory. Elizabeth Edwards, for example, argues for the treatment of 
photographs as objects as well as images (Edwards 2002:67), and using this position as a
foundation, this study argues that the footage as a set of moving images can, too, be considered 
an object.

The approximately two-hours' worth of footage depicts a journey undertaken along a particular 
path across the southern African landscape (via cars, ox wagons, boats, trucks), culminating in 
a particular focus on the Barotse3 people, or Lozi, of the areas of Northern Rhodesia where 
most of the filming occurred. Scenes of material culture in action, such as costumed dancing, 
pottery making and food preparation, are plentiful. The context of the footage is explored in 
greater detail in Chapter 1. The original film negatives no longer exist (Steigerwald 2017: 
pers. comm.), which reflects a general challenge to the preservation of historical films, where 
such materials were fragile to begin with and were commonly either not cared for under the 
proper conditions or discarded. There has also existed a preservation bias towards published 
films over unpublished or unedited footage (Sanogo 2017: pers. comm.). Even acknowledging 
this bias, there are few surviving digital copies of restored colonial-period films, as a result



	

 

  

    

  

 

      

   

   

  

 

     

    

     

    

  

   

 

  

  

    

 

 

																																																								
4 This could be a possibility only if the expedition had taken two film cameras with them, which could be the case, as they 
did take a number of different still cameras (Wintjes 2019: pers. comm.). 
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There is no record of what camera was used nor what format the original footage was shot on

(but see Figure i for illustration of what could either be a still or moving-image camera on a 
tripod, captured by a second camera4). However, there does exist 16mm film reel copies of 
footage captured on various expeditions dating from the 1950s, stored in the climate chamber 
of the Frobenius Institute (Steigerwald 2017: pers. comm.; Figure ii). In terms of the possible 
camera models used, it is interesting to note that Germany between the World Wars, was the 
global leader in camera production and development (Wade 2015). It was, at the time, enjoying 
a period of cinematic revitalization that came to be known as ‘the Golden Age’ of German

cinema, lasting from roughly 1919 to 1937 (Llewellyn et al. 2014). It is possible that Frobenius 
and his team used either a Leica or a Rollieflex camera, two of the most popular models of the 
time. Bolex cameras were also popular, especially in documentary-making (Malcomess 2019:

pers. comm.), and as the first model, an ‘Auto Cine A’ 16mm was released in 1928, there is a 
possibility that this Swiss-produced model was used (Tisdale 2013). Cameras at the time were 
mostly made of wooden casings, and a common challenge when shooting in hotter climates 
was that the humidity and heat could crack or warp the camera and destroy the footage, so 
great care needed to be taken (Furhmann 2013:44). The various partnerships existing between 
film companies and ethnographers at this time meant that equipment, film stock and training 
were sometimes supplied as sponsorships for expeditions (p.45). This is explored in greater 
detail in Chapter 1.

             
            

            

of the challenges not only of physical decomposition and unprofessional handling, but also 
the prohibitive cost, including that of acquiring copyright (Fuhrmann 2015:5). The film
industry is furthermore ‘not in general noted for a sense of obligation to posterity’ (Roberts 
1987:190).
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Figure i: Screenshot from the footage of a camera mounted on a tripod, possibly 

a film camera used to shoot the footage (Video 13, in: 03’47”).

 Figure ii: Photo of 16mm film copies, dating to the 1950s, stored in the climate 

chamber at the Frobenius Institute. Photographer: Boshoff, J. 2016

              
                  

                
            

               
               

              
                

              
                   

               
                
                

            
                

        

The anthropologist Adolf Jensen, one of the members of the expedition, is credited as 
cameraman on the 1932 film. However, he was also part of a team of people with a variety of 
technical skills employed on the expedition who may have been involved in the filming. It 
is possible that Frobenius played the role of ‘director ’, as he appears to have delegated many 
of the specialized technical tasks to members of the team. I explore these possibilities in the 
following chapter. The Frobenius Institute was partially destroyed by bombing during World 
War II (Steigerwald 2017: pers. comm. cited in Massie 2017:25). It is possible that if 
further footage did exist, it was lost during this time.



	

Despite these losses, as Germany’s oldest anthropological research institution founded in its 

first iteration in 1898, the Institute houses a remarkable and substantial collection of visual 

documentation, and is, according to the website, ‘a large pictorial archive quite unique in 

Europe’ (Frobenius-Institut 2017a). Since 2006, the team at the Institute has embarked on the 

systematic digitization of this visual collection, including paintings and photographs 

(Frobenius-Institut 2017a), and is making this material available via the online catalogue. 

Although there is no record indicating when the footage was digitized (Steigerwald 2017: pers. 

comm.), it was most likely sometime during this period. 
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No records could be found indicating whether Burgen im afrikanischen Busch or any version

               
             

              
                 

           
             

                     
               

               
             

              
              

           
             

                     
               

               
             

              
              

           
             

                     
               

thereof was screened for an audience, nor who the intended audience might have been, but 
possible answers to these questions are explored in the following chapter. Notwithstanding this 
uncertainty, the relocation of the DVDs from Germany to South Africa, as well as my receipt

As mentioned above, shortly after the expedition returned to Germany, in 1932 an edited film 
was produced from whatever footage was available, titled Burgen im afrikanischen Busch. As 
outlined previously, a snippet of this film appears in the conjoined footage. I explore its content 
and ideological context further in Chapters 1 and 2. After many months of 
correspondence with both the copyright holder (the Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau Stiftung in
Wiesbaden) and the institution where the film copy was stored (the Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv in 
Berlin), I was able to acquire a VHS tape version of the film on loan, which was sent to me in 
South Africa (Figure iii). The process of locating and retrieving the film is detailed further on.

Figure iii: Photo of the VHS copy of the full film Burgen im afrikanischen Busch posted to me by 

the Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv, Berlin, Germany. Photographer: Glover, K. 2018



	

  

 

     

 

        

   

  

   

     

  

  

   

      

   

     

 

  
 

4. Past and present contextualization of the footage 
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To begin this contextualization of the footage at these two moments in time, the footage is 
examined in relation to Frobenius’ personal research activities, as well as to the context in
Johannesburg into which the digitized files entered, through the provision of a summary of 
the work done to date by the Frobenius Working Group (FWG) based at the University of 
the Witwatersrand, which I have been part of. It is obviously important to this 
research to understand, as part of the initial context, something of the ethnographer 
and historian Frobenius himself, including his work and theories relevant to my work, as it 
was his expedition and leadership that led to the creation of the footage in its original form, 
being shot in various locales across southern Africa as previously outlined. Although not the 
focus of this study, an understanding of Frobenius’ work contributes to painting the ideological 
and historical background against which the footage was produced. This provided insight

              
                

                
             

                
             

       
             

            
              

              
             

              
              
              
              
                

              
              

   

               
               

                
             

                
              

           
               
            

            
               
               
             

                  
              

                  
               

              
          

of the aforementioned VHS copy of Burgen im afrikanischen Busch, allows new visibility to be 
given to these materials through my project. As with most materials filmed on the African 
continent in the early period of cinema, the film negatives were routinely taken back to Europe 
or America for post-production, removing the legacy of African films (or films pertaining to
Africa) from their place of origin (Sanogo 2017: pers. comm.). Removal of the materials at that 
time was inevitable as there were no post-production facilities available in Africa, although this 
began to change in the post-independance period. The French and Portuguese, for example, 
banned local film production in the countries they colonized, and these industries only started to 
develop after independence (Rijsdijk 2017: pers. comm.). Bringing these materials back in 
digital form to southern Africa for study contributes to decolonizing efforts surrounding 
archives of relevance to an African context. In contrast to the Burgen experience, my recent 
attempts to access a similar-era film shot in Zimbabwe, titled The Riddle of Rhodesia (1933), 
kept at the British Film Institute (BFI) in London, have been unsuccessful. The BFI does not 
offer a facility for providing copies for research, either by loan or through the provision of 
digital copies. The films they hold, therefore, are neither recognized nor facilitated as archival 
objects, but only as films to be screened. To view them, one must physically visit the site in 
London and use the screening facilities on the premises. The difficulties related to accessing 
African materials housed in the global North, purely for study and research, are familiar to my 
fellow South African (and African) researchers and students.



	

  

 

 
4.1 Leo Frobenius and the FWG: 
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into  the  objectives  and  methods  behind  its  creation,  which  had  an  important  
influence on its content.

          
             

              
            

              
              

             
           

           
            

           
               

            
               

             
                  

                
                
            

                
            

               
         

             
              

        
   

German-born historian and ethnographer Leo Frobenius (b.1873 d.1938) was a controversial
figure, whose body of work has inspired (and continues to inspire) scholarly debate and
criticism. The authors I draw on in this regard include Assenka Oksiloff (2001), Jahnheinz 
Jahn (1974), Johannes Fabian (1983), and Sabine Dinslage (2009), among others. Never 
completing his university education, Frobenius was to a large degree self-educated, and as a 
consequence was never entirely accepted into the intellectual circles of the time (Jahn 1974:6). 
While some of his theories received ambiguous responses, and on occasion ridicule, from 
academic quarters, Frobenius worked prolifically, publishing more than 50 books and 
undertaking 12 ambitious expeditions across the African continent between 1904 and 1936
(Wintjes 2013:107). As part of this data gathering, he focused extensively on visual
documentation, with drawings, watercolours and thousands of photographs being captured en 
route by members of his traveling party. These documents are now archived at the Frobenius 
Institute in Frankfurt. As part of broader post-colonial critique and revisionism, some 
researchers are currently engaged with this archive in a manner that seeks to understand it 
within its context, to extract valuable insights into Africa’s history nearly a century ago
(Wintjes 2013:2), as well as to re-engage it in various ways in the present. To this end, Wintjes 
led a project funded by the National Research Foundation from 2014 – 2016; the work this 
grant enabled continues today for her team of postgraduate students, who for the last five years 
have engaged with interpretations and reconfigurations of Frobenius’ published work. They are 
assisted by the team at the Frobenius Institute including Dr Richard Kuba, as chief curator, and 
Peter Steigerwald, as photographic technician, who facilitate access to the archive. Projects 
undertaken by the Wits postgraduate team have looked at recordings of San rock art, including 
those made at eSibayeni (northern KwaZulu-Natal Drakensberg) by Caroline Thompson
(2015), and K’Ho K’Hobe rock-shelter in south-eastern Lesotho by Kent Williams (2016), as 
well as work by Gordon Massie at Great Zimbabwe (2017), Kiyara Ananmalay at eBusingatha 
rock-shelter (2017) and others (De Harde 2019). Masters projects by Janus Boshoff and Angus 
Davidson are incomplete.



	

 4.2 Instability of form and the archival history of the footage: 
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The object of this research has been through numerous mutations, transformations, additions 
and losses over the decades, being subject to the inevitable passing of time and resultant film 
industry innovations linked to the rendering obsolete of earlier techniques and materials. The 
archival history of the footage has been traced as far as possible in Chapter 1, from the 
creation moment between 1928 and 1930, to the present DVD format. However, given that 
little seems to have been formally recorded in terms of the object’s archival history, occasional 
speculation on the gaps does occur, providing evidence for my reasoning. My reconstruction 
of this history is based partly on empirical observation of the footage itself, and partly on 
speculation, combined with some knowledge of the technical history of film formats, a 

process that can be likened to one of ‘reverse-engineering’, working backwards in time 

through close analysis of the object in its current format to look for clues and evidence of its 
history. Here, in the Introduction, a primary overview of the archival journey of the footage is 
provided.

             
              
               

          
               

                 
                

                 
                 

              
               

                
                  

             
                 

            
                   

                

                 
             

                 
               

                
               
               
                 

                
            

               
                  

                 
               

               
        

                   
                

                  
             

                 
              

                
               
            
                 

                
            

               
                  

                 
               

               
        

                   
                

                  
             

                 
              

                
               
              
                 

                
            

               
                  

                 
               

               
        

                   
                

                  
             

                 
              

                
               
              
                 

                
            

               
                  

                 
               

               
               

                  
           

                  
             

                 
              

                
               
              
                 

                
            

               
                  

                 
               

               
               

                  
           

The footage was transferred in the 1950s (Figure ii) to a 16mm copy that is still preserved in 
the archive (Steigerwald 2017: pers. comm.). It was transferred again, as previously outlined, 
as part of the digitization process that has been underway at the Institute since 2006. It is 
possible that additional transfers may have taken place, including possibly to a VHS or other

tape-based format, in the intervening period (1950 – 2006). It is also possible that the existing 
16mm copy in the storage chamber followed the same format as the original footage, since 
16mm was a typical format, along with 32mm film, over the period 1930-50. Transferring 
content across the same format in this way may have been for the purpose of making a 
duplicate copy. It is possible too that there were other duplications made after 1930, as was 
routinely done for movie distribution (although less common practice for unedited footage). 
Visible in the footage are what I call ‘compression artefacts’ or ‘transfer artefacts’ which may 
have been present in the original footage, due to the filming format, or they may be the result 
of transfers from one format to another, or of a duplication being made in the same format, 
which produces a lower quality of picture resolution. Another possible indicator of a film to 
tape transfer in the footage history is the ‘speeded-up’ effect in the movement in the footage. 
Different film/tape formats have different numbers of frames per second, and it is likely that 
the footage, produced at the tail end of the ‘silent era’, was filmed on 16mm at between 16 
and 18 frames per second, a standard frame rate for silent films (Cleland 2019: pers. comm.).
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A later transfer to a format at 24 frames a second, still used today, would cause a speeded-up 
effect to the footage, as well as a slight jilting (Malcomess 2019: pers. comm.), noting that 
this does not apply to digital transfers because digital formats do not have frames. The

present, apparently mixed-up sequencing with some duplication of particular scenes of the 
content might potentially be due to previous transfers, but it is likely that the apparent loss of 
some of the quality we see has arisen through multiple transfers. Each time film or tape 
footage is transferred to another format, it undergoes what is termed ‘the loss of a generation’ 
meaning the quality literally degenerates, and the picture and audio quality becomes poorer 
and poorer with each subsequent transfer. The original footage being transferred and 
duplicated in 1950 would have resulted in the loss of a generation, and converting the 1950 
film reels to tape in 1985, as a guess of what might have occurred, would result in the loss of 
at least two generations, and possibly more, in technical terms. This resultant poor quality 
makes it hard to identify what you are seeing at times.

               
               
            

             

            
                  

             

               
               
              

              
              
                   

        

                 
           
            

             
              

     

                 
          
           

             
             

     

                 
          
            

             
           

     

                 
          
            

            
           

          

               
               
              

             
             

                
                

 

               
               
              

             
             

                
                

 

                 
          
            

            
           

          

               
               
              

             
             

                
                

 

As previously outlined, from re-viewing the footage many times, it has been possible to identify 
four separate ‘entities’, three of which can be described as ‘intrusions’ into the unedited footage 
base. Although the initial experience of the material was as one ‘complete’ and continuous 

viewing experience (meaning in the sequence in which the digital files were received 
from the Frobenius Institute), I observed, after watching the footage multiple times, that 
the moving images in the individual video files on the DVDs are in varying stages of 
edit, which is what has led them to be identified as separate ‘entities’ with slightly different 
archival histories.

Most of the footage is made up of six- to 12-second duration shots, strung together with no 
discernible storyline, possibly originally raw footage, meaning footage ordered in the
chronology of the actual shoot. The three intrusions comprise the approximately 12-minute 
edited sequence, possessing a storyline visible through the chronology of shots (and 
identified subsequently as identical to Burgen im afrikanischen Busch (1932), details 
below), the shorter 1960s snippet with audio, and the Ethiopia snippet.

It is worth nothing that the modern-day notion of a completed edit is different to what it was 
understood to be in 1932. What we consider a rough edit, or ‘offline’ edit in contemporary
times (meaning edited footage that has not yet been refined through the addition of graphics, 
colour-grading and other additions), could have been considered a virtually final edit in the
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 Figure iv: Archival Journey Diagram 1 (timeline not to scale). Graphic design: K. Glover: 2017.

               
              

    

             
             

    

              
                 
           

                 
              

               
            

                
              

              
                 
           

                 
              

               
               
                

              

              
                 
           

                 
              

               
               
                

              

               
                

            
                

             
               

               
                

              

               
                

            
                

             
               

               
                

          

early 1930s (Rijsdijk 2017: pers. comm.). That said, the 1932 film does contain some added graphics 
in the form of ‘animated’ maps, as well as voice-over and music, yet still conveys a relatively 
unpolished quality by modern-day standards. When Steigerwald informed me via email in 2017 that  
a short movie called Burgen im afrikanischen Busch had been made in 1932 from the original footage, 
it seemed plausible to assume that this 12-minute sequence was a fragment, or alternatively,  the full

expression, of the movie. The subsequent receipt of the full movie from a different  institution

in May 2018 confirmed this, as the visual content was the same, the only difference being  that the 

Burgen intrusion within the footage is silent and the full stand-alone movie has the  addition of audio

and the imagery of better quality.

The diagram shows a 90-year period of time, beginning in 1928 and ending in 2019, and 
stretches across two geographies, southern Africa on the bottom half and Germany on the top. 
This diagram is to be read from the bottom-left corner, when the ‘creation moment’ of the

The diagram below (Figure iv) shows the known nodes in the object’s journey and transformation, 
across geographies and over a period of nearly 90 years, illustrating the complexity of the object 
itself.



	

	

  

  

     

    

 

    

 
 4.3. The shifting physical presence and the plurality of meaning: 

 
   

   

  

  

 

  

   

    

 

 

   

 

  

  

    

    

  

 

 

    

   

																																																								
	From visual clues such as cars and clothing, I have estimated the snippet to date to the 1960s. I explore this particular 

snippet in more detail in Chapter 1.	
15

              
               

              
              

          
              

                
                   

                 
    

 

 

                
               

              
              

             
               

                     
                  

             

While the technical archival history of the materials holds much interest, this project now turns to 
the physical transformations of the object to explore the instability of its meaning. As alluded to
previously, there is a distinction to be made between Frobenius’ theories and the documentary 
archive he compiled. No documentary gesture is neutral and Frobenius’ ideas, and those of his
team, would have fundamentally shaped and informed the materials they collected. However, these 
materials are also complex and layered, and can be reconfigured for different purposes. This study 
picks up on how those materials also include a surplus and take on a life of their own. The focus on 
this single object, the deconstructive work I am doing in pulling it apart to trace its origins, context, 
changing form and meaning, and its story, are all characteristics of an object biography.

                
                

               
               

               
                 

                
              

              
             

             
            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               
                 

              
                 

                 
                 

                 
              

             
              

                
      

All objects evolve and take on other meanings that are beyond the original intentions that 
drove its making, and beyond the life of its maker, but the unstable nature of footage makes 
this a particularly interesting object to study in this manner. As objects are always physically 
changing, and are never static, so too are the frameworks we use to analyse them and extract 
meaning. In addition to film being an object that contains movement – a moving image – the 
film material as an object is particularly susceptible to this physical change, tied as it is to the 
technological changes that govern its existence, as there is no means of viewing footage that 
is not enabled through external screening technology. This makes the object of this research 
complex, as its shape alters radically each time advances are made in film mechanization. By 
comparison, other visual materials, such as a photographic print or artwork, are arguably 
directly available to the naked eye, needing no equipment to ‘convert’ the archived visual 
medium into a visible manifestation for the viewer (while acknowledging that a photograph 

5

original shoot footage occurs. Following the arrow up north the footage is taken back to 
Germany where it is institutionalized at the Frobenius Institute, as an archival object. We know 
from the footage that Burgen was created in 1932, and that in the 1960s a documentary made 
use of some of the footage as well.5 There is also a snippet of footage identifiable as having 
been shot in Ethiopia, which corresponds with a later Frobenius expedition undertaken in
1934/5. All of this as well as the retrieval of Burgen is discussed in Chapter 1.



	

	

 

 

5. Chapter structure in summary: 
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does require technology to convert it from a negative to a print, or a light table, 
projector or scanner to view the negative itself).

              
              

                
                

                   
                 

                
                  

               

Chapter 2, deepens and builds on the analysis done in the previous chapter, examining the 
footage against the context of the historical period in which it was created. A view from a
film-historical angle is taken, as an expression of the early ethnographic genre, including 
where it sits in the history of technology and in relation to its edited counterpart Burgen
(1932), paying particular attention to the questions of representational convention as well as 
more subtle experimental aspects. Assenka Oksiloff has considered Frobenius’s notion of 
culture as expressed through the theory of ‘kino-vision’, and her revisiting of these ideas is 
used as a prompt to examine the actual use of film by the expedition.

                
               

                
               

                
                

                   
                 

                
                  

               

               
                

                
                

                   
                 

                
                  

               

               
                

                
                

                   
                 

              
                  
              

                
                

                   
                 

                 

                  
                

                
               

                  
                 
                  

            

                
  

                
              

                 
                 
                 

                 

                
  

               
                

             
              

                
             

                  
                

                  
                

              

             

               
               
              

            

               
                
                  

               
            

               
               
             

             
                  

                  
                 

               
               

 

               
               
             

             
                 

                   
                  

               
               

 

The study begins by providing an archival and historical context for the footage, 
examining its changing form through time and space to the present moment, supporting an 
analysis of its shifting meaning. In Chapter 1 the close examination of the footage is presented, 
beginning with a detailed description, going some way towards identifying the content, subject 
matter and locations of the images, by making links to other parts of the Frobenius archive. To aid 
this study I have developed a logging method, the process and rationale of which are elaborated 
on in this chapter. Selected entries from the logbook are part of this chapter.  Early on in the 
research process it became apparent that the moving images comprised a complex object in and of 

themselves, so I used a logbook approach to reconstruct something of the footage’s archival 

history, as an object that has changed shape numerous times since it was created.

               
               
             

     
          

                  

                  
                
                

 

               
              
             

             
               

                 
                 

               
                
     

               
              
             

             
               

                 
                 

               
               

     

               
              
             

             
               

                 
                 

               
               

          

               
              
             

             
              

                  

                 

                 

             

            

Chapter 3 turns to questions related to the challenges of approaching such material today, in 
terms of the way it is viewed from present-day historical and theoretical positions, but also

taking into account the inadvertent physical changes that have reshaped the footage visually. 
Looking to the film Reassemblage (1982) by visual anthropologist and filmmaker Trinh T 
Minh-ha provides a critical lens as a tool of analysis to approach the object in its 
contemporary form. At the same time, it reveals the complex nature of film footage as a 

set of materials that are not reducible to the intentions of their original makers, and in 

which it is possible to see other kinds of agencies at work, including the role of the 

contemporary viewer. I then examine ideas about what can be done with such 

materials today, most notabley the work of Carolyn Hamilton, Nessa Leibhammer and
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                     Achille Mbembe, to establish a critically informed but at the same time pro-archive position.

               
            

               
            

The Conclusion reflects on the findings of the research, and considers them together with those 
questions currently left unanswered. I also point towards the potential for future research.



	

	

Chapter 1 
 

The Footage in Material Form and Visual Content 
 

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

 

 

1.1 APPROACH:  
 
  1.1.1  Elements of an ‘object biography’ framework: 
 

My study shares many characteristics with approaches to cultural products as ‘objects’ with 

‘lives’, sometimes referred to as ‘object biography’. Object biography has lent itself most 

obviously to three-dimensional objects rather than ‘pictures’ as such, but it has been applied to 

photographs by a number of scholars, as mentioned in the introduction. In this section I 

therefore draw from the ‘object biography’ perspective in various ways, specifically as it has 

been applied to photography, and adapt it to film.  
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The focus of this chapter is a close reading of the footage as a whole. It begins with an 
explanation of the framework I am using in my study, before detailing a description of the 
footage and an analysis of its complexity, which aids me in an intricate dissection of it. The 
methods used to do this are discussed, as well as the challenges faced in the process. The 
findings that were uncovered through this analysis are then presented, including aspects of the 

archival history of the footage and the identification of connection moments with the existing 

archive. A closer look is taken at the presence of ‘intrusions’ that have been identified within 

the footage, namely portions of an edited film titled Burgen (1932), a snippet of later c1960s 

footage, and an excerpt from footage collected on a later Ethiopian expedition, and they are 

examined at a high level as separate entities. This descriptive chapter sets up clear parameters 

for the rest of the project, namely the historical and theoretical analysis of the footage that are 

undertaken in the following chapters.

                 
             

              
                 

            
                
            

                 
             

              
                 

              
             

          

                 
             

              
                 

              
             

         

                 
             

              
                 

              
             

             

                 
             

              
                 

              
             

              

           
                 

             
               
              
        

             
                 

            
              
             

           

Batchen proposes that ‘[p]hotographs are ‘volume, opacity, tactility and a physical presence in 
the world’ (Batchen 1997:2 cited in Edwards 2002:67). This claim is useful for my study in its 
consideration of footage as an object possessing both materiality and image. Roland Barthes

refers to the impossibility of separating the image from the referent like ‘two leaves that

cannot be separated’, a ‘melding of image and form’(1983:6). Edwards concurs, and argues 
that a shift in thinking is needed, from regarding photographs as ‘imprinted representation’
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to ‘representational, imprinted objects’, a reversal in importance or relevance of the various 
aspects of the medium (p.67). It is possible to extend this thinking of photography to a 
consideration of moving images, to consider footage in relation to the external things that it 
is an image of, taking into account its physical state and the circumstances that have altered 
its form over time. To paraphrase Batchen, in order to see what the footage is ‘of ’, I must 
first consider what the footage ‘is’ in material terms (Batchen1997:2 cited in Edwards 
2002:67).

In recent decades the social sciences have turned attention to the relationship between people 
and the history of objects, considering how they ‘inform each other’ (Gosden & Marshall

1999:169). One method for exploring this relationship is a biographical approach to objects, 
which has at its heart the idea that both people and objects are constantly transforming as time 
progresses, and that these changes ‘are tied up with each other’ (p.167). Kopytoff referred to 
the ‘tangled mass of aesthetic, historical and even political judgements, and of convictions and 
values’ that define the relationships we have with objects we refer to as ‘art’ (Kopytoff 
1986:67). The purpose of an object biography is to pose questions about the connections that 
exist between humans and things, and how the meaning of those things is gathered, altered and 
transferred over time (Gosden & Marshall 1999:172). There are many ways to interpret those 
relationships and connections, and also of ‘conceptualising the objects’ themselves (p.172). 
The specific nature of the medium of film with its high degree of physical (and visual) 
instability, renders the notion of object biography with its focus on the links between time, 
change and meaning, a useful metaphor within my study of the footage.

              
            

               
               

               
             

                 
             

            
               

         

              
            

               
               

               
             

                
             

           
               

              
  

              
            

               
               

                
            

                
             

             
               

              
    

Gosden and Marshall observe ‘a sharp break’, or a ‘radical resetting of meaning’ (p.176) 
occurring within some object biographies, for example when non-Western objects are removed 
from their place of origin during colonial times and undergo a process of recontextualization in 
the West. The footage too has experienced disruptions that have shifted the meaning, albeit in 
a different manner. While the footage is not an ‘indigenous’ African object in any simple way, 
it contains imagery that was collected in Africa, and relocated and recontextualized in
Germany. This is one of several shifts that pertain to the footage, which, arguably, has not 
experienced a single significant ‘break’ in the resetting of meaning, but rather something 
unfolding in stages and multifaceted, due to the particular complexities of documentary film. 
Other smaller scale ‘breaks’ include the literal cuts of editing that reshaped the footage into 
the various filmic entities over time. These shifts have also potentially reset meaning, causing 
deviation from the intended shaping of the material by the film’s makers. Other instances
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that might have had a bearing on the shifting of meaning has been the transfer of the footage 
from one format to another, resulting in changes in both form and visual content. Physically, 
these processes would have resulted in some footage material being discarded and/or lost, as 
well as changes in picture quality and at times, perhaps, loss of audio. In terms of form, the 
digitization of the footage and the inclusion of the other filmic entities created this single 
object that forms the basis of my study. Whilst my study focusses on footage, I have found it 
useful to turn to biographies of photographic objects as useful references for how to approach 
my study. I draw from three photographic object biographies, all based in a southern African 
context, and all produced as collaborations between the Wits History of Art department and 
the Wits Arts Museum. These have been helpful in providing tools to map out my own study 
path, and I have taken cues from each biography to apply to the footage where relevant.

             
            

                
                

                 
               
               

              
          
                

                
             
               

                
                 
           

               
               

             

The object biography titled, ‘Over and over and over again’, of the Gideon Mendel
photograph, Funeral of 27 unrest victims held at KwaNobuhle Stadium near Uitenhage, 13th

April, 1985 (Brenner & von Carnap 2015), considers the manner in which the past is inevitably 
found in the present, to the extent that ‘multiple histories’ can be located in an object (Geary
2013:213 cited in Brenner & Von Carnap 2015:97. This idea has synergies with my study of the 
footage, in which the moving images contain evidence of different periods in time (and potential 
‘multiple histories’), and as a result have a significant level of temporal complexity. The footage 
has a timeline comprising several different moments and forms embodied within one set of 
digitized moving images. In ‘Guy Tillim: Congo Republic’ (Brenner & Sithole
2015:85), the materiality of the photograph itself is considered, in terms of ‘its trajectory in the 
world as a physical object’. Various factors of its life journey are documented, and questions are 
posed, such as the circumstances of its creation, its creator, its place in photographic
history, its time and location of viewing, and its audience. The chapter’s concentration on the 
materiality of the image and the questions posed about its existence are useful when considering 
the tangible presence of the footage as an object, and a helpful prompt in terms of considering 
the ‘[complex] circumstances of making and viewing’ (p.85). ‘The new rumour’
(Boyd & Brenner 2016) is a study of George Mahashe’s photograph of his grandmother. The 
detailed analysis of the photograph, in terms of content, style and composition, inspired me to 
devise an approach using specific short scene comparisons, which I undertake in Chapter 3.



	

	

The visual analysis of the footage as a whole helped set up these closer examinations of 

selected moments. 

 
  1.1.2  Adapting an ‘object biography’ framework to moving images: 
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I begin by outlining the subject matter of the footage, linked to a study of its physical form, 
which together hint at its archival journey over time that has changed the tangible format (what 
it is), from film, to tape, to digitized object. I then detail the subject matter captured on camera 
(what it is of), outlining the what, where and who of the content captured in the moving
images. This reveals the convoluted and often unclear life of this object, across multiple 
geographies and a period of over 90 years, focusing on both content and form, linked to the 
shifting meanings its various iterations have held. As objects are always physically changing, 
and are never static, so too are the frameworks we use to analyse them and to find meaning. 
While I have chosen, as outlined, to tell a narrative of the footage centered around two 
significant points in its history, the life of the footage is obviously more complex than this and 
comprises more than merely these two points in time. I have made this choice because these 
two temporal contexts are the two instances in its archival journey about which I am able to 
gain the most insight. What happened in the intervening period, during which audiences would 
have changed, and archival processes altered its form in a number of ways that I have 
documented further on, is largely unknown, although mapped out in broad strokes through 
educated guesswork and research. In addition, this approach (structured around two points in
time) makes for an interesting comparative study in terms of the great shift in meaning 
between 90 years ago and the present moment. This approach to the study supports 
contemporary thinking about the archive as a living entity that continues to change, a notion 
that I explore in more detail in Chapters 2 and 3.

Although recognizable, the footage has experienced significant  changes over time;  it has been 
spliced, trimmed, re-ordered, transferred, duplicated, edited, added to and enhanced with 
additional elements. I have no way of knowing exactly what the full extent of the original 
footage really looked like, either materially or in terms of the imagery it carried within it, but 
through this process of object-centered research, of close analysis and enquiry ‘based as it is 
on faint paths […] a detective-like occupation’ (Brenner et al. 2015: inner leaf), I have 
endeavoured to discover as much as I can, within the scope of my research project, and I hope 



	

	

  

  

 

 1.2  The logbook as documentation method: 
 

  1.2.1  The purpose of a logbook:  

 
 

 

  

  

 

 

 
 

A film or television logbook is usually created prior to, and alongside the shooting process, 

rather than subsequent to the making of the film, with the object of assisting with the planning 

and documentation of the filming process. Its purpose is to provide a general overview and 

record of the content and corresponding time codes, aiding in scene location without having to 

search through the footage itself. Audio information is also documented. It is, in essence, a 

kind of catalogue, attaching textual ‘meta-data’ to the audio and visual content, the film turned 

into a kind of book. The logbook is related to, but not the same as, the script.  

 

In terms of contemporary film-making methods (and the process that I am familiar with), a 

script or story is usually researched and written, and a shoot planned accordingly. For a 

scripted film, this plan would be compiled meticulously prior to shooting, and for a 

documentary, detailed planning is necessary as well, but the execution allows for an element of 

improvisation and spontaneity in capturing the unexpected. The script would thus be turned 

into a shooting schedule (sometimes called a technical script, which is the script placed 

alongside the corresponding planned shots), as certain scenes would be shot together for 

convenience of location and time of day. After the filming process, this shooting schedule 
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Once I began a close viewing (and re-viewing) of the footage, I realized the extent of its 
complexity as an object. I decided that the best initial approach to my study would be to 
initiate a logging process, to catalogue and document the footage, drawing on my television

experience. To aid me in the process of analysing the footage I have created a ‘logbook’, 
essentially a deconstruction of the visual content (a kind of ‘shot list’, in television terms), and 
a compilation of descriptive data. Selected excerpts are inserted in this chapter to illustrate how 
the logbook is structured, and the logbook is included in full as an appendix (Appendix 2). 
This document remains a work-in-progress to which I have continued to add all the time. It 
acts as an empirical base, providing information about the footage such as content, duration, 
time codes, key words and camera positions.

that  I  can  contribute  to  forging  the  possibility  of  ‘biographies  of  footage’  as  a  viable 
category of study.



	

	

would be turned into a logbook, with time codes added and filmed content updated, according 

to what was shot on the day. A logbook is a useful guide in the editing process when certain 

scenes need to be located. The logbook thus functions as an accurate catalogue of the recorded 

materials.  

 

  

    

   

 

	  

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

  

  

 

 

   

    

 

 

 

In addition to the re-ordered content, the file naming on the DVD adds to the confusion, 

because of the file numbering (there are three files labeled Video 1, three Video 2, and so on) 

across different folders. This increases the sense of being lost when trying to navigate through 

the moving images. At the same time, in other ways, the digitization process has acted as a 
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This logbook of the Frobenius footage is similar to the conventional logbook’s form and

purpose; however it was produced long after the filming, and also differs in the sense that the 
footage materials have been through numerous processes of modification subsequent to the

filming. The logbook I have created thus tracks something of all of the complex archival 
processes through which the digital materials came into being (not just the filming). In other 
words, I have been presented with the ‘end’ result (the raw footage as affected by archival

processes) and am attempting a process of ‘reverse engineering’, working back against the 
usual procedure in order to reconstruct something of its making, and challenged by much 
unknown information. As suggested by one of my examiners, this constituted a practice  of 
technical archaeology.

              
                

                
               

               
                 

                
                

              
             

               
                

                 
     

          
          

             
                 

              
                
                

                
              

                
               
               

              
               

           
              

              
                 
               
                
                
                

               
              

            

               
          

             
              

              
                 
               
                
                
                

              
              

             

              
          

            

             
              

              
                 
               
                
                
                

              
              

                 
              

             

A feature that became visible through this deconstruction and reconstruction was that certain 
archival actions have had the effect of disrupting the original flow of the footage, and

consequently, some of the scenes seem to repeat themselves. This irregularity is brought about 
by the fact that the Burgen film (and as a consequence its excerpt present within the footage) 
was composed through a selection of shots that were physically excised from the raw footage, 
and the remaining portions of those same scenes still occur somewhere else in the footage. At 
the time the Burgen movie was made, the editing process involved film tape literally being cut 
out of the footage and spliced together in the required order, with the chosen scenes removed 
from the raw footage and the rest potentially archived or discarded. Both the selected and

‘rejected’ scene moments come from the same original footage, but one is now transformed 
into a new object (a film), while the rest remains behind as a surplus of unedited footage. 
Thus, when watching the consolidated digital files, the viewer never sees the exact same 
shot, but rather, different moments within the same scenes at different points in the footage. 
This is what gives the experience of viewing the digital files a sense of déjà vu.



	

	

unifier, removing the autonomy of different scenes, of the Burgen snippet, the Ethiopia footage 

and the 1960s snippet, transforming everything into one conglomerate object, with no easily 

discernable beginnings, endings or storyline. Despite the persistent questions, the detailed 

logging of the footage has been a useful process for me, for closely describing and analysing 

the moving images, and establishing a kind of catalogue of the filmic form and the visual 

content. 

 
  1.2.2 Method employed for the logbook:  

 
To aid me in the endeavour of creating this logbook, I sought best-practice guidelines for 

cataloguing this kind of footage (mostly unedited research footage, with, in this case, some 

edited inclusions). I enquired at institutions such as the British Film Institute (BFI) in London 

and the University of Cape Town’s (UCT) Film School to find out if they had a model or 

template with which to catalogue such footage. The BFI sent a link to a manual of rules and 

guidelines that they follow when cataloguing moving images, created by the International 

Federation of Film Archives (Fairbarn et al. 2016), but it did not yield anything directly 

applicable to the cataloguing of silent, colonial-era research footage. UCT Film School sent me 

one of its film logging templates, but as it prioritized script it was not suitable in view of the 

(mostly) silent nature of the footage I was working with, and also because it hadn’t been 

scripted and planned in the way that a narrated film is. 

 

I have thus created this logbook based on certain principles derived from these examples as 

well as learnings from my years of television and film experience, and in consultation with my 

supervisor to help identify the content. I have attempted to make it as user-friendly and 

functional as possible.  

 

  1.2.3 Structure of the logbook: 
 

Below I outline how I have structured the logbook, in an attempt to simplify the navigation of 

this complex digital object. As described in the introductory chapter, the footage brought to 

Wits from the Frobenius Institute was split across two DVDs, on which the videos were placed 

in three folders of five videos each, totalling nearly two hours of footage. The folder names on 
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 ‘Quelle’ is German for ‘source’, as in ‘source files’.  
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As I am the first person to study the footage closely, I felt it was appropriate to examine it in 
the form in which it came to Wits. Not only is there abundant scope for study with the footage 
in the form in which it happens to exist already, but the purposes of my research do not require 
any changes to be made. Table 1 lists the new names I have given the folders and files in this 
document.

             
            

                      
               
               

                
              
                    

                   
            

6

the DVDs were Video_Quelle01,6 Video_Quelle02 and Video_Quelle03, and there is a set of 
five videos named VTS_01.1VOB to VTS_01.5VOB, in each folder. For the sake of

simplicity, I have renamed the folders A, B and C, and the files 1 – 15, so that each video has a 
unique number. I have numbered the different scenes, from the beginning of Video 1 and 
running continuously through to the end of Video 15, treating it all as one long continuous

video. However, this re-labelling is the only change I have made to the footage. I decided 
against joining the 15 videos digitally into a single sequence, making one long piece of

footage. Not only would it make the file size too large to deal with easily, but there is no sound 
logic, at present, in changing the structure of how it was given to me. It has been through so 
many alterations already in its history, and further changes would introduce other issues.



	

	

 

FOOTAGE FOLDER AND VIDEO NAMES 

Previous  

Folder Name 

New  

Folder Name 

Previous  

File Name 

New  

File Name 

 

 

Video_Quelle01 

 

 

 

Folder A 

VTS_01.1VOB Video 1 

VTS_01.2VOB Video 2 

VTS_01.3VOB Video 3 

VTS_01.4VOB Video 4 

VTS_01.5VOB Video 5 

 

 

Video_Quelle02 

 

 

 

Folder B 

VTS_01.1VOB Video 6 

VTS_01.2VOB Video 7 

VTS_01.3VOB Video 8 

VTS_01.4VOB Video 9 

VTS_01.5VOB Video 10 

 

 

Video_Quelle03 

 

 

 

Folder C 

VTS_01.1VOB Video 11 

VTS_01.2VOB Video12 

VTS_01.3VOB Video 13 

VTS_01.4VOB Video 14 

VTS_01.5VOB Video 15 

 

            

 

For the purposes of my research and for the sake of simplicity I refer to the folders and files by 

the names assigned according to Table 1.  
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Table 1: Previous and new folder and video names of the footage.

                
                   

              
                
                   

                
             

              
             

      

The structure I have employed in the creation of the logbook divides the footage up into 
discrete scenes, as far as I have been able to identify them as distinct from one another in terms 
of content and location. The sometimes-jumbled order of the footage means that this is 
necessarily an incomplete task, but it may be possible, in time, to re-order some of the 
sequencing of the shots, if a reasoning can be found to do so. This could go some way to 
restoring the footage to the most probable order in which events were filmed in the field. 
Information gleaned from other sources about the details of the expedition itinerary and 
activities would assist this process. Much of this information would need to be drawn from 
field notebooks and other primary materials,  focused archival work that is beyond the scope 
of my study.



	

	

 

To help facilitate the designation of these different kinds of content and their relationships, I 

have created short-hand expressions as set out in Table 2.  
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Content Type Simplified Term for 

Content Type 

The two DVDs of digitized files (comprising 

all the footage, which is composed of the 

‘raw’/unedited footage as well as spliced 

intrusions from the subsequent edited forms 

Burgen and a c1960s documentary film, as 

well as ‘raw’ footage from the 1934/5 

Ethiopia expedition. 

 

 

The footage/the moving images/ 

the Frobenius footage 

Within these materials, the ‘raw’ unedited 

footage (excluding the spliced intrusions). 

 

The unedited/raw footage 

The snippet of the 1932 film titled Burgen im 

afrikanischen Busch spliced into the footage 

(on the DVD). 

 

The Burgen snippet/intrusion 

The snippet of the 1934/35 Ethiopian 

expedition footage spliced into the footage 

(on the DVD).  

 

The Ethiopia snippet/intrusion 

 

The snippet of a c1960s documentary, one 

small segment less than a minute long, 

spliced into the footage (on the DVD). 

 

The c1960s snippet/intrusion 

The full 1932 film Burgen im afrikanischen 

Busch stand-alone copy, housed elsewhere.  

Burgen im afrikanischen Busch,  

Burgen, or stand-alone Burgen 
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Table 2: Short-hand expressions for the footage and the various entities within it.



	

	

1.2.4 Challenges faced during the logging process: 

 
I elaborate on some of the difficulties I experienced and general points learned in the course of 

the logging process here, and group them into two areas: the challenges linked to the absence 

of audio, and lack of context, respectively. 

 

   1.2.4a Absence of audio: 
 

The archival history of the audio is confusing. There is generally no audio, in other words, 

there is no music or recorded sound such as voices; however, some shorter intrusions, or 

sections of intrusions, do possess sound. There is a low hissing noise across all 15 video files, 

which I believe is an artefact of the transfer process. The 1960s snippet, less than a minute 

long, has a voiced narration. The Burgen snippet is a silent sequence, with no audio, although 

the full stand-alone Burgen film (1932) does have audio (mostly voice-over and sound effects, 

all added in post-production, as I explore later). This raises further questions about the 

digitization process that led to the shape of the files on the DVDs as I received them, as the 

audio has been captured and transferred in one instance (in the case of the c1960s snippet), and 

yet somehow lost in another (in the case of the Burgen snippet). I have not yet resolved the 

specific reasons for this in terms of the various transformations these materials have 

undergone. It was only when I was able to view the full Burgen film that I confirmed that these 

snippets were intrusions coming from a finished film with audio located elsewhere. I surmise 

that the general absence of audio in the digital files (with the exception of the 1960s piece, and 

the hissing sound) suggests that the unedited footage and the Burgen intrusion were transferred 

together in one batch transfer, with the audio setting deactivated, the tape transfer process 

having the option to ‘turn off’ the audio recording function. How the 1960s film snippet 

retained its audio through this process, when Burgen lost its audio, is unknown, but must have 

been the result of a later transfer. The absence of audio presents a challenge for understanding 

the visual content, with many scenes involving music and conversations. The silent viewing 

experience is unfamiliar and strange to us in the present, related to the expectation we have of 

sound and image co-existing naturally in a film as supporting layers of information. Of course, 

the expectation c1930 was different, as the ‘silent era’ of movies was gradually coming to an 

end, and audio was just beginning to enter the medium of film. Audio recording outside of a 

studio environment was not common practice yet (I explore the history of the film industry and 

its relationship to the footage in more detail in the next chapter). The sound, had it been 
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captured, would have helped to orientate the visual images, and potentially aid the 

identification of locations, people and activities. The absence of sound renders many scenes 

open to various interpretations. 

 
  1.2.4b Lack of context: 

 

The archive as a set of ordered materials has an inherent disconnect built into it in relation to 

the experiences it is a trace of, due to an archival logic that is different from the way the 

expedition or landscape, for example, was organized. Something is inevitably lost in the 

transfer between the making, the doing and the eventual deposit of traces of these activities 

into an archive, and something is gained, be it documentation, preservation, accessibility or a 

sense of ordering. These issues are visible in the archive of which the footage is a part. The 

original film reels containing the footage are stored separately from the other archival 

materials collected and housed at the Frobenius Institute (photographs, notebooks, paintings 

etc.), for practical reasons linked to the different conservation requirements of various kinds of 

archival material. In this case the reels were stored in the cold storage chamber (alongside 

photographic negatives) for preservation (Steigerwald 2017: pers. comm.). Of course, this 

separation notwithstanding, the organic connections between the filmed footage and other 

materials collected on the expedition can never be entirely ‘intact’ in the archive. An archive is 

also always changing, as is visible in the case of the footage, which has become increasingly 

refracted due to, among other reasons, archival reorganization and shifts in technology.  

To identify and describe the visual content of the footage, additional information needed to be 

pulled and interpreted from a range of other archival materials. My close study of the locations 

and geography filmed in the footage has gone some way towards this process of ‘restoration’, 

and I explore my discoveries in this regard later in this chapter. Some detail is known of the 

routes that the various teams on the ninth expedition undertook (Wintjes, 2012:219-222) which 

has been crucial in helping to identify the chronology of the locations depicted in the footage. 

The ninth expedition was not, however, always a single group on one journey, but rather broke 

up at different times into smaller teams who embarked on various concurrent journeys; many 

of the finer details of the itinerary remain unknown. In addition to this, the comparison of 

filmed scenes with similar scenes captured in the photography component of the archive (and 

often stored with some location or subject information contained in the captions) has also 

helped with identification of some of the filmed content. These ‘moments of intersection’, as I 
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call them, are explored in more detail later in this chapter.  
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1.2.5 Logbook structure:

The logbook is a table with eight columns. Each column contains a particular category of 
information:

1.2.5a Scene number:

Reading from left to right, the first column is the scene number. I have tried, as far as it is
possible, to categorize the footage according to ‘scenes’ (Figure v below). By ‘scene’ I mean a 
discrete event or series of related events, filmed in the same location and generally with the 
same person or members of the same group of people appearing on camera. I have allocated 
numbers to each scene, and within the scenes comprising multiple shots, I have allocated 
letters to designate the different shots, for example 1a, 1b, 1c. It seems that for the most part, 
the footage appears in a chronological order of shooting, although, as explained, the 
subsequent transfer process has interrupted the flow in places, and some shots have become 
separated from their original scenes and thus appear out of sequence. For ease of navigation, I 
have created a separate section in the logbook for the Burgen snippet, the c1960s snippet and 
the Ethiopia footage, respectively.

Figure v: Example of a scene number in the Burgen section of the logbook.



	

	

            

 

  1.2.5b Overview: 
 

The next column along provides an ‘overview’, which is a short narrative summary of each 

scene. Each overview is high-level, providing some basic information but no detail (Figure vi 

below). 

 

 
        

   

  1.2.5c Time codes: 
 

I have noted the time codes (in-code, out-code and duration) of each scene, to provide further 

detail to the cataloguing of the footage (Figure vii).	 
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Figure vi: Example of the scene overview.



	

	

 
      

 

  1.2.5d Screen grabs: 
 

I have taken a screen shot from the beginning of each scene as a miniature visual reference, 

and where a longer scene has multiple shots within it, I have grabbed multiple screen shots so 

as to depict the subject matter as completely as possible (Figure viii). 

 

 
Figure viii: Example of a screen shot of opening frame. 
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Figure vii: Example of time codes.



	

	

  

  1.2.5e Scene description: 
 

In this column I give a detailed narrative description of each scene, explaining what I have 

been able to identify of the people, objects, locations and events (Figure ix). 

 

 
 Figure ix: Example of a scene description. 

 
 

  1.2.5f  Keywords: 
 

I have included a keyword search column, to enable ease of use when searching for a particular 

content item. In a scene depicting an ox-wagon crossing a river gorge, for example, the key 

words provided are ‘wagon, oxen, gorge, and river’ (Figure x). 
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Figure x: Example of keywords. 

 

 
  1.2.5g Archival photos: 

 
In the event of a ‘moment of intersection’, the final column is for archival photos from the 

Frobenius Institute collection that match a scene in the footage. In this case I put a small 

reference picture of the photograph in the column together with its reference number (Figure 

xi). In some cases, for example Great Zimbabwe, there are multiple corresponding 

photographs; in these cases I have chosen one to stand in for the full set.  This column in turn 

supplements the information in the ‘scene description’ column, often providing names and 

locations as per the data recorded for the photographic collection on the Frobenius Institute 

website. 
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Figure xi: Example of the archival photo column.
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  1.2.5h  Location: 
 

Here I note the locations where footage has been filmed (Figure xii), which is generally 

ascertained from the corresponding photographs as explained above, or from visual clues.  

 

 
 Figure xii: Example of the location column. 

 

 

 

 
 

 1.2.6 Excerpts from the logbook:	 

 

Over the next few pages I tabulate some example pages from the logbook taken from Video 6 

(Figures xiii-xx), which contain the majority of the Burgen snippets and from which I draw 

many of the examples I discuss in the following chapters.  

 

	



SCENE OVERVIEW TIME	
CODES	 	SCREEN	GRAB	REFERENCE KEYWORDS 	ARCHIVAL	PHOTOS																																											

(all	photos	©	Frobenius-Institut,	Frankfurt	am	Main)
LOCATION

																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																							
Archive	ref:	FoA	09-10356

wagon,	oxen,	
gorge,	river,	
Soutpansburg

Includes	one	of	the	Burgen	im	afrikanischen	Busch	snippets

14A

15

Wide	shot	
oxen	and	

wagon	in	river	
gorge.	

In:	00'17"																																									
Out:	00'52"																												
Dur:	00'35"

colour	bars,	
tape,	transfer

14B Clock
In:	00'14"	
Out:	00'23"	
Dur:	9"

A	partial	clock	count-down	starting	from	6	and	running	to	9.	This	is	a	
remnant	of	the	original	film	format.

clock,	transfer,	
film

Colour	bars
In:	00'00"	
Out:	00'14"	
Dur:	14"

SCENE	DESCRIPTION

The	beginning	of	one	of	the	snippets	of	the	1932	film	Burgen	im	
afrikanischen	Busch.	A	graphic	map	of	Southern	Africa	is	illustrated	
with	a	dotted	line	tracking	a	path	taken	by	the	expedition.	It	starts	in	

Durban,	progressing	to	Pretoria	and	ending	at	a	location	on	the	
Limpopo	river.	Also	shown	is	Nalolo,	Northern	Rhodesia	(the	Barotse	
capital)	as	well	as	the	Vaal,	'Oranje'	and	Sambesi	(Zambezi)	rivers.	
The	word	'Transvaal'	fades	in	and	out	again	over	the	location	of	the	

old	Transvaal.	

Wide	shot.	Several	oxen	and	a	stationary	wagon,	positioned	halfway	
across	a	shallow	river	in	a	gorge.		Two	men	are	visible	in	the	scene,	
one	at	the	head	of	the	oxen;	the	other	appears	to	attend	to	the	

wagon.	The	pass	is	identifable	from	photo	(on	right)	as	being	in	the	
Soutpansberg	and	is	possibly	Wyllie's	Poort.																																																																																																																													

LOGBOOK	|	FROBENIUS	DVD	FOOTAGE

FOLDER	B,	VIDEO	6	(Previous	name:	VIDEO_QUELLE02	,	VTS.01.1.VOB)

		Dur:	11'14"		

Soutpansberg

14C
Burgen	im	

afrikanischen	
Busch	begins	

In:	00'24"																							
Out:	00'40"																	
Dur:	00'16"

Burgen	im	
afrikanischen	
Busch,	graphic,	
map,	route,	
Transvaal,	
Limpopo,	
Sambesi,	
Zambezi,	

Nalolo,	Oranje,	
Orange	River,	

Colour	bars	at	the	beginning	of	Burgen	snippet,	indicating	a	transfer	
to	a	tape	format	at	some	stage	in	its	archival	history	(tape	formats	

start	transfers	with	colour	bars)

40



Limpopo	River

Unknown	
(could	be	
linked	to	
scenes	

depicting	iron	
smelting)

Possibly	
Southern	
Rhodesia

Possibly	
Southern	
Rhodesia

	Wide	shot.	Approximately	13	-	15		men	walk	from	camera	right	to	
left	carrying	luggage	or	cargo	on	their	heads	and	shoulders.		The	

items	are	luggage	and	cargo	from	the	wagon.		One	man	appears	to	
be	a	supervisor	and	walks	on	the	outskirts	of	the	group,	dressed	
more	formally	in	long	shorts,	long	socks,	a	shirt	and	a	hat	with	a	

walking	stick.	

17

20
Donkey,	car,	
model	T	Ford,	
Limpopo	River

Archive	ref:	FoA-09-10238

	Donkey	train	
pulling	a	car	
across	a	river	

In:	01'53"																																					
Out:02'24"																																								
Dur:	00'31"

Unknown
In:	00'53"																																																	
Out:	01'01"																																																	
Dur:	00'08"

Group	of	men	
walk	carrying	
luggage-like	

items

16 luggage,	cargo

Linked	to	shot	77,	video	10.	Medium	shot.	Approximately	five	men	
stand	around	a	stone	upon	which	one	man	is	holding	an	object.	Two	
men	alternate	in	slamming	the	rock	down	on	the	iron	implement	(a	

hoe	blade)	to	shape	it.	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 					

Point	of	view	shot,	cameraman	positioned	on	the	car	(revealed	in	
the	next	shot,	and	most	likely	a	Ford	Model	A	Touring	Sedan),	of	a	
train	of	donkeys	crossing	the	Limpopo	River	(identifiable	from	the	

title	of	the	corresponding	photo	on	right).	Three	men	are	visible,	one	
at	the	head	of	the	train	of	donkeys,	and	two	men	on	camera	left	are	
seen	using	a	whip	and	a	branch	respectively	to	guide	the	animals.	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

In:	01'16"																																								
Out:	01'24"																						
Dur:	00'08"

Man	using	
bellows

18

	Women	and	
children	using	
pestles	and	
mortars	

19

Shaping	a	hoe	
blade

In:	01'24"										
Out:	01'53"												
Dur:	00'29"

In:	01'02"																											
Out:	01'16"								
Dur:00'14"		
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Linked to video 10, scene 78. Medium shot. Two men sit in front of a 
wall made of woven branches. One man is squatting on the

ground and is using a bellows made from animal skins to a?empt to 
light or stoke a fire. Another man sits in the shadows behind some

clay pots and a bale of straw.

Wide shot. Several women and children shot from the back pound 
with mortars and pestles. Medium close shot- focuses on a child in 

the crowd, using a mortar and pestle to pound grain.



Archive	ref:	FoA	10932

23C

Unknown

Njanja	iron	
producers,	

anthropomor-			
phic	furnace,	
iron	ore,							
bellows

luggage,	
suitcases,	bags

In:	02'24"																																			
Out:	02'29"																											
Dur:	00'05"

Unknown
Men	carrying	

luggage

A	second	graphic	map	of	southern	African	continues	the	route	with	a	
dotted	graphic	line	depicting	the	direction	of	the	expedition.	The	
journey	picks	up	at	the	Limpopo	river	and	continues	north-west	to	

"Victoria-Falle"	(Victoria	Falls).	

Njanja	iron	
producers	

demonstrate	
their	craft	

In:	02'41"																																					
Out:	03'45""																																										
Dur:	1'14"

																																																																																										
graphic,	map,	
route,	Victoria	
Falls,	Victoria-
Falle,	southern	

Africa

	Medium	shot	of	two	seated	men	using	bellows	made	from	animal	
skin	to	stoke	a	fire	inside	a	furnace.	There	are	people	seated	in	the	
background.	The	men	being	filmed	are	Njanja	iron	producers,	who	

demonstrate	the	process	of	melting	iron	ore	in	the	furnace.

																																																																																																																																																																															
A	man	appears	in	the	corner	of	camera	left	and	pours	raw	iron	ore	
from	a	woven	basket	into	the	funnel	of	the	chimney	of	the	clay	

furnace.

Medium	wide	shot	of	men	carrying	luggage/items	on	their	shoulders	
or	heads.

21 Graphic	map	

23B

23A

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 		
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

22
In:	02'29"																																						
Out:	02'40"																																																		
Dur:	0011"

42

Another man appears from camera right and pours raw iron ore
from his right hand, and then with his left hand into the funnel of the 
furnace. Camera pans left to reveal the men pumping the bellows.



Archive	ref.	FoA	09~Kat019-691.	Individual	pic	ref:	
FoA11241	1/2	and	2/2

Victoria	Falls,	
Victoria-Falle,	
waterfall,	
Rhodesia,	
Zimbabwe,	
southern	
Africa

																																																																																																																																																																	
Various	shots	of	Victoria	Falls	

Static	shot	of	four	dug-out	canoes	(called	makoros)	with	men	
aboard,	clustered	closely	together

The	graphic	map	continues	the	depiction	of	the	route	taken	with	a	
dotted	animated	line.		The	journey	picks	up	at	Victoria	Falls,	passes	

through	Nalolo	and	ends	at	Lealui.

25 Boats,	river
In:	03'20"																																																										
Out:	03'25"																																																	
Dur:	00'05"

Various	
angles	of	

Victoria	Falls

In:	03'20"																														
Out:	03'46"													
Dur:	00'26"

Men	in	four	
boats

24

Graphic	map26 Graphic	map	
In:	03'26"		
Out:	03'36"																									
Dur:	00'06"
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Archive	ref.	FoA-09-11263

Wide	shot	of	people	running	towards	the	camera	as	though	in	
greeting.

Wide	static	shot.	Frobenius	is	seated	on	a	chair	wth	a	small	desk	in	
front	of	him.	Alongside	him,	backs	to	camera,	are	eleven	men,	ten	sit	
on	the	floor	and	one	on	a	low	chair.	A	woman	walks	towards	the	

white	man	removing	what	appears	to	be	a	shallow	basket	from	her	
head.	She	lowers	it	out	of	sight	on	ground	level,	then	raises	it.	

Frobenius,	
interaction

running

Medium	close	up	-	men	in	the	front	of	the	boat	rowing,	shot	
presumably	from	an	adjacent	boat.	

boat,	makoro,	
row,	oar,	
shaving,	

mirror,	river,	
bank,	cargo,	
interaction

28
A	crowd	of	
people	
running

In:	05'42"																																																		
Out:	05'48"																
Dur:	00'06"	

Unknown

possibly	
Southern	
Rhodesia

27A

27B

27C

29
Interaction	

scene

In:	05'48"																															
Out:	05'56"																					
Dur:	00'08"

Boats	and	
cargo

In:	03'37"																													
Out:	05'42"																																									
Dur:	02'05"	

A	pick	up	from	shot	25.	Four	makoros	with	men	aboard	are	seen.	
The	vessels	are	pushed	off	from	shore	into	a	river.	Next	shot	is	a	
static	wide	shot	from	the	bank.	A	makoro	comes	into	shot	camera	
left	and	passes	out	of	shot	camera	right.		Cargo	is	piled	in	the	centre	
of	the	boat.	Point	of	view	shot	from	inside	the	boat	facing	towards	

the	front,	behind	the	front	rowers,	who	stand	rowing,	and	
immediately	behind	a	seated	man	wearing	a	cap.		Wide	shot	of	the	
middle	and	rear	of	a	boat,	filmed	from	an	adjacent	moving	boat.		

Footage	appears	to	cut	between	the	rear	and	the	front	of	the	boat,	
filmed	as	a	point-of-view	medium	shot	from	inside	the	boat.	Two	

men	at	the	rear	help	the	boat	over	a	section	of	rapids,	and	a	man	in	
the	front	of	the	boat	guides	the	direction	with	the	aid	of	a	rope,	
helping	the	boat	ashore.	Wide	shot,	point	of	view	from	inside	the	
boat.	Five	men	holding	a	rope	guide	the	boat	across	the	shallow	

rapids.	A	young	boy	wearing	a	cap	holds	up	a	small	handheld	mirror,	
a	white	man	shaves	his	face	with	a	blade.
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Archive	ref.	FoA	09~Kat019-713

Interaction,	
discussion,	
Barotse	men

photograph,	
photography,	
formal	dress,	
pose,	'kuta'

In:	05'56"																																											
Out:	06'12"																																																
Dur:	00'16"

32
In:	06'25"																																										
Out:	06'34"																																															
Dur:	00'09"

Archive	ref.	FoA	09~11401
.

31
Solo	figure	by	
woven	grass	

walls

In:	06'13"																																										
Out:	06'24"																																															
Dur:	00'11"

A	shaky	wide	pan	left	to	right.	A	solitary	figure	in	the	distance	walks	
away	from	camera,	flanked	either	side	by	woven	grass	walls	with	
striped	decoration,	behind	which	thatched	hut	roofs	are	visible.	

thatch,	hut,	
village

African	man	
and	woman	in	

formal	
Western-style	
dress	pose	for	

portrait

30
Interaction	

scene

Static	wide	shot	showing	Jensen	and	three	seated	men,	in	Lealui.	
Jensen	is	seated	on	a	chair	with	a	desk		in	front	of	him.	Three		men	
sit	on	the	ground;	two	in	front	of	the	desk	and	one	to	the	side.	One	
of	the	men	seated	in	front	of	the	desk	kneels	up	and	hands	what	

appears	to	be	a	plate	with	items	on	it	to	Jensen,	who	touches	it	but	
doesn't	take	it.	The	plate	is	then	passed	to	the	man	seated	with	his	
back	to	camera.	The	men	have	a	discussion.		It	is	possible	that	in	this	

scene	Schultz	was	filming,	seeing	as	Jensen,	the	known	camera	
operator,	is	in	the	frame.	It	is	unlikely	that	they	left	the	camera	

rolling	on	a	tripod	unmanned.		

Medium	wide	shot.	A	man	in	a	top	hat	and	coat	(possibly	Yeta	III	but	
unclear),	carrying	a	flyswitch	enters	frame	right	and	is	followed	by	a	
woman	dressed	in	a	long	pale	coloured	skirt.	Camera	tracks	them	as	
they	walk	until	they	pause	to	seemingly	take	position	facing	camera,	
side-by-side,	as	though	to	pose	for	a	portrait	photograph.	Distinctive	

'kuta'	architecture	is	visible	in	the	background	of	these	shots.	

Lealui,	
Barotseland,	
Northern	
Rhodesia	
(Zambia)

Lealui,	
Barotseland,	
Northern	
Rhodesia	
(Zambia)
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Archive	ref:	FoA~09-11335

34 Ceremony
In:	09'18"							
Out:	09'35"	
Dur:	17"

A	wide	shot	of	Barotse	royalty	Mulena	Mukwae	and	a	man.	Mukwae	
is	identiable	both	from	the	transcript	of	Burgen	as	well	as	in	many	
photographs	in	the	Frobenius	Institute	archive.	She	sits	on	a	chair,	
and	is	wearing	a	dress	of	white	with	stripes	adorning	the	fabric.	She	
wears	a	cap/hat	and	has	a	crocheted	shawl	over	her	shoulders.	The	
man	walks	forward	towards	her	on	his	knees,	holding		a	folded	

textile/object	wrapped	in	a	cloth	(it	is	unclear	what	it	is).																																																																																																																																																																																		

event,	group

Mulena	
Mukwae,	
royalty,	

procession,	
ceremony,	
ritual,	event

In:	06'35"																																										
Out:09'18"																																															
Dur:	2'43"

The	scene	cuts	to	a	wider	shot,	framing	now	reveals	two	other	men	
seated	on	the	floor,	on	woven	grass	mats.	The	men	are	clapping.	
Mulena	Mukwae	stares	into	camera.	The	three	men	then	rise	
together.	In	the	background	of	the	shot	are	woven	walls	and	
doorways	of	dwellings;	figures	are	visible.	A	wide	shot	follows,	

tracking	left,	of	Mulena	Mukwae	walking	with	a	cane	with	one	hand	
and	holding	a	flyswitch	in	the	other.	A	man	follows	behind	her,	
carrying	her	chair.	In	the	background,	a	large	thatched	building	is	

visible.	A	wide	shot	follows,	panning	left.	Yoked	oxen	drag	a	makoro	
with	woven	roof	across	the	ground,	followed	by	a	man.	They	pass	
behind	a	tree;	two	figures	are	seated	at	its	base.	Thatched	buildings	

are	visible	in	the	background.The	queen	appears	through	an	
entrance	way	between	the	woven	grass	partitions,	her	entourage	
hang	back	as	she	proceeds	first,	followed	by	the	man	carrying	her	

chair.

Scene	opens	with	a	static,	extreme	wide	shot	of	many	seated	
individuals,	ostensibly	in	a	circle	(later	revealed	in	an	even	wider	
shot),	awaiting	a	ceremony	or	formal	occasion.	Woven	walls	are	

visible	behind	the	furtherest	individuals,	as	well	as	trees.		

33

Exterior	
extreme	wide	
shot	of	an	
event

46



34	cont

Archive	ref.	FoA~09-11302

Archive	ref.	FoA~09-11303

Archive	ref.	FoA~09-11304

car,	Model	T	
Ford	Touring	

Sedan

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
35

Man	and	
woman	leave	
a	building,	
drive	car

In:	09'35"																
Out:	10'18"												
Dur:	00'59"
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A man (Yeta III?)	and woman dressed in Western formal dress leave a 
building. The same man and woman then appear driving in a car
(Ford Model A Touring Sedan) through frame, camera right to

camera left

A man carrying a drum emerges from a hut doorway. Extra wide
static shot shows a clearing in the village of what appears to be a
formal gathering or ceremony. A small group of musicians play to

the far left. A wide static shot shows a man helping Mulena Mukwae 
remove her woven/crocheted shawl, and another man steps in to

adjust her skirts, presumably to help her sit.
The man on her right now helps her fasten a light-coloured short

cape around her shoulders, which she fastens at the neck. The other 
man steps into frame to help smooth it out along one of her arms.
The	material looks shiny and possibly embroidered. A wide static
shot	follows of her facing the group, with the boat next to her.

Mukwae, wearing the crocheted shawl again over her shoulders,
stands in the wooden boat with her walking cane. People move

behind her walking, and the musicians are visible. Three men stand, 
one holding a drum and two holding unidentifiable instruments, a
fourth in front of a xylophone. The final shots show Mukwae and her 

entourage departing the scene.



Archival	ref:	FoA-09-11396

A	small	group	of	men	walk	slowly	in	a	streetscape	of	Lealui,	in	a	line	
as	though	in	a	ceremonial	procession.	The	front	man	carries	a	

decorated	chair.	Two	men	play	marimbas	and	another	two	men	beat	
on	drums	hung	from	around	their	neck.	Yeta	III,	the	Barotse	king	is	
dressed	in	a	coat	and	top	hat,	and	carries	a	fly	switch.	Scene	is	

repeated	in	video	7.	

37A

	
	 	

	 	

In:	10'38"																									
Out:	11'14"																				
Dur:	36"

Yeta	III,	
Barotse	king,	
Zambezi	River,	
Royal	barge,	
Barotse,	boat

36
Procession	
with	chair

In:	10'18"									
Out:	11'14"	
Dur:	56"

Yeta	III,	
Barotse	king,	
marimba,	
drum,	

procession

Replica	of	scene	50	video	7	but	reversed	(possibly	a	result	of	the	
editing	or	transfer	history,	other	examples	of	which	are	seen	

frequently	in	the	footage).	Yeta	III	boards	the	royal	barge	together	
with	a	female	member	of	the	research	party	who	is	quite	possibly	
Schulz	.	Four	boats	are	in	shot,	two	moored	against	the	bank.	All	

boats	are	filled	with	men	holding	oars.	
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Figures xiii-xx: Above, logbook page selects from video 6, folder B.

Royal	Barge 
and second
boat on the
Zambezi



	

	

         

 

1.2.7 Findings arising from the logging process: 
 
  
Here I detail some of my findings arising from the close observation and cataloguing of these 

materials: 

 
   1.2.7a Uncertain history of editing: 

 

    

   

    

 

   

 

 

 

 

 
          

 

 

There is a possibility that this is how they chose to collect the film footage, cutting the filming 

of a shot off at between six and 12 seconds; yet this seems unlikely. Perhaps the most 

compelling possibility is that the uniformly short duration of these clips may be an artefact of 

the particular camera they were using. Some older model film cameras did have a technical 

restriction in design that ‘cut off’ filming after a certain period of time. This was the result of a 

limit to the winding mechanism involved in operating the camera (Malcomess 2019: pers. 

comm.). This constrained the scene length, something that was resolved in updated models. 

55

                  Figure xxi: The footage as it appears in editing software.

The standard six-to 12-second duration of each shot in the footage was a feature I noticed only 
when I pulled the files into editing software, and saw how each clip was of a similar size, 
indicating a similar duration (Figure xxi). It is not unreasonable to have expected to see shots 
of longer duration if the footage was a digital copy of original rushes, as I would have expected 
the camera operator to have spent longer rolling on certain scenes of interest. A possible 
explanation is that the footage might comprise preliminary shot selections sampled from 
original rushes, rather than the complete original rushes themselves, where the filmed scenes 
would have been variable in duration. This would mean that the leftover sections were 
discarded or lost at an earlier point in the archival history of the footage, pointing potentially to 
a substantial loss in relation to the original captured materials.



	

	

Manually wound cameras came to be replaced by mechanised winding models, but at the time 

of filming both were in use, so it could have been either variation. Ultimately however, the 

same effect was created in terms of clip length. Another effect of the mechanised camera is 

seen in the tendency of many shots to ‘white out’ towards their end, an effect created by the 

increased light allowed in as the winding mechanism slows and thus the frame rate slows 

down. The slower frame rate allowing more light in creates a ‘burn out’ effect on the visuals. 

Doctoral candidate Bettina Malcomess, who shoots with vintage film cameras as part of her 

research, points out that these older camera models are not smooth to operate like modern 

versions, but rather are ‘physical bodies’, subject to inconsistencies in their operation and 

recording, and that variations to the footage are typical of film shot on these older model 

cameras (Malcomess 2019: pers. comm.). 

 

   1.2.7b Intrusions: 

 

The 1932 Burgen intrusion is spliced approximately halfway into the nearly two hours’ worth 

of footage and is comprised of multiple snippets, sometimes separated by other footage. I have 

drawn a diagram to show the location of Burgen across videos 6 and 7 and at the end of video 

8, as well as the location of the Ethiopia footage and the c1960s snippet (Figure xxii).  
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Figure xxii: A diagram of the location of the three different entities within the footage 
including the Burgen snippet, the c1960s snippet and the Ethiopia footage.



	

	

 1.2.7c Geographic location of areas filmed:  

 

From my initial logging of the content of the film footage, most of the shots seem to have been 

collected in Southern and Northern Rhodesia (the modern countries of Zimbabwe and 

Zambia), with some locations in South Africa. Evidence for this are a number of scenes filmed 

at the Villa Francina in Pretoria, a series of wide shots of Victoria Falls, more than three 

minutes of footage filmed at Great Zimbabwe, and shots of boats crossing the Zambezi River, 

all of which are locales that I have identified with certainty (Figures xxiii, xxiv, xxv, and xxvi 

respectively).  

 

 
Figure xxiii: Screen grabs of footage of members of the research team having lunch at the Villa Francina, Pretoria,  

South Africa (Folder C, Video 12 In: 12'46" Out: 13'12"). 

 

 
Figure xxiv: Screen grabs of footage of Victoria Falls (Folder B, Video 6. In: 02’51” Out: 03’2”). 
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Figure xxvi: Screen grabs of footage of Great Zimbabwe (Folder B, Video 7. In: 03’29” Out: 06’56”).

Figure xxv: Screen grabs of footage of the Zambezi River (Folder B, Video 6. In: 03’54” Out: 05’42”).



	

	

Although some of the locations have been identified, the places captured in the footage form 

only a small sub-set of the areas the expedition actually visited (Figure xxvii shows a map of 

the routes taken). I do not know if this is due to lost footage, or whether the expedition simply 

chose to film in only these places (and what the reasons for doing so may have been). There 

seems to be a link between Jensen and the filming location, which might explain this partial 

coverage.  
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                Figure xxvii: A map showing the route, in red, of the ninth expedition (1928-1930) (Frobenius, 1931b).

                  

          
              

                
                 

                  
                
   

In support of this hypothesis it is also interesting to note that Jensen wrote a book on the 
Barotse state titled, Die staatliche organisation und die historischen Überlieferungen der 
Barotse am oberen Zambesi (which can be translated as ‘The state organisation and historical 
traditions of the Barotse on the upper Zambezi’) (1931-1932). It is logical to assume that the 
Barotse leg of the expedition would have been driven by him, and that he may have taken 
more of a lead role than Frobenius. It is even likely that Frobenius was not on this particular 
section of the tour, as the expedition members listed as participating in the Zambezi leg (their 
names are recorded on the front page of the Barotse photo album available on the 



	

	

    

   

  

 

 

 
 

              

               

              

           

 

 

 

    

 
 

  1.2.7d Moments of intersection: 
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Institute’s website) are Jensen and Agnes Schulz, an artist on the expedition who was also a 
photographer (Figure xxviii). Schultz may well have operated the film camera as well, a 
camera that might have been under Jensen’s direction, in a sense, wherever he went on the 
ninth expedition.

Figure xxviii: Photograph taken by the Frobenius expedition (photographer and exact date unknown, 1928/30) titled
‘Nordrhodesien, Sambesi, Nalolo. Frau Schulz portraitiert die Morena Mokwai, Schwester des Königs Lunaika, mit ihrem 
Gatten’. Agnes Schulz is shown creating a portrait of Morena Mokwai, a member of the Lozi royalty. Location: Nalolo,

Northern Rhodesia. Archive ref: FoA 09~Kat019-11301.© Frobenius-Institut an der Goethe Universität, Frankfurt am Main

The filming being a project of Jensen’s would help explain his later engagement with the
footage, as cameraman for Burgen, and also his appearance as director of the Institute in the 
1960s filmed interview.

I now explore further the linkages between the footage and the existing photographic 
collection in the archive. In examples to follow, I have identified connection moments between 
the footage and other parts of the archive housed at the Frobenius Institute. Aspects of the 
footage could potentially also be linked to other archival sources, possibilities that I explore 
further in Chapter 2. The footage thus has the potential to assist in bridging and connecting
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various  moments  (and  by  extension  the  landscape,  people  and  objects),  particularly  those 
recorded  on  the  ninth  expedition,  both  in  time  and  space,  adding  new  information  to  the 
context of the southern African journey, playing what can be described as an ‘animating’
function.

The kinetic qualities of film enliven the scenes captured, especially those in which movement 
is integral to the activity filmed, such as those depicting dancing, human interaction, the 
grinding of grain and moments of ceremony. At times when the footage captures the same 
imagery as photographs or artists’ renderings, in a sense linking the moments between the still 
images to each other, the moving images afford the viewer the opportunity to witness 
something of what happened around the capturing of those scenes, in a sense bringing the 
images to life.

             
               

              
                

             
                

              

Another example of this animating function is in the capturing of Ethiopian ‘wakas’, stone
monoliths, which are reproduced as paintings in the archive and are also captured in the 
footage (Figure xxix, and explored in more detail later in this chapter). The monoliths 
themselves are filmed in situ, as expedition members and their field guides walk and sit among 
the stones. In one scene, an artist (possibly Alf Bayrle) is filmed sitting under an umbrella 
painting a waka on a large canvas (Figure xxx). The footage thus provides the actual moment 
of creation of the paintings of these objects, capturing how the artist worked on site. I haven’t, 
however, been able to find this exact copy in the Institute’s digital archive.
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Figure xxx: Stills grabs showing an artist at work, rendering images of wakas, from the Ethiopia footage
 shot on the 1934/5 expedition (Folder C, Video 15, In: 00’36”).

Figure xxix: Drawing by the Frobenius expedition of a painting of three wakas, from Konso, southern Ethiopia. Artist: 

Bayrle, Alf. (1934-1935). 38 x 30 cm. Archive ref: EBE~B 01984. © Frobenius-Institut an der Goethe Universität, Frankfurt 
am Main

In yet another example, a scene of a costumed dancer is seen in both the photographic 
collection and the footage (Figures xxxi and xxxii). In the footage we are able to watch how 
the dancing scene ends; a small moment of exchange that occurs between the dancer and a 
man who comes over to communicate something to him, resulting in the dancer standing up 
holding onto his costume, and walking out of the performance area. While this moment is 
captured in a photograph, the footage provides further context to the sequence of
events. The short scene appears spontaneous, relatively free of any sense of construction,



	

	

 

 

 

 
              

            

            

 

 
Figure xxxii: The same scene as above, in the footage, but also showing the end of the dance  

(Video 5, In: 01’11” Out: 02’14”). Location: Nalolo, Southern Rhodesia. 

 

  

 

     

   

 

  

 

 

Figure xxxiii is another example of a moment in the footage that is also found in the 

photographic archive. From the details written at the top of the photograph, I can now identify 

the scene in the footage as recording the anthropologist Adolf Jensen, a member of Frobenius’s 
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granted that we cannot know for sure to what extent any of the scenes captured were subject to 
rehearsal or instruction. This moment captured by the footage once again serves an enlivening 
function in relation to the rest of the archive. As the detail in the high-resolution photographs 
and artists’ renderings serve to supplement the rather grainy footage, the footage in turn 
animates the other elements of the archive with moments such as the above examples.

Figure xxxi: Photographs taken by the Frobenius expedition (photographer and exact date unknown, 1928/30) captioned 
‘Maskentänze der Mambunda. Masken: links Liweluwelu, rechts Likischi’. Archive ref: FoA 09-11370, 11369 & 11384. 

Location: Lealui, Northern Rhodesia. © Frobenius-Institut an der Goethe Universität, Frankfurt am Main

                 
                 

               
               

               
             

             
            

           

While these links have been helpful in logging the footage, they are not central to what I 
pursue in my project but may be useful in a different kind of historical project. The collective 
research of the Frobenius Working Group to date has also been invaluable in my project, as it 
has helped me in my search for these moments of intersection between the footage and these 
photographs. For example, FWG research has made it possible for me to identify some of the 
locations visited and the timelines of the expedition, providing information about the routes 
taken and the members involved. With reference to this background information I have 
identified several moments of intersection, which begin to anchor the footage in time and 
space, and in their archival context.



	

	

team, speaking to ‘Barotse’ (Lozi) elders in what was then Northern Rhodesia, and recording 

oral histories.
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Figure xxxiii: Above: Screen grabs of footage of Jensen talking to Barotse elders (Folder C, Video 14, In: 00’28” Out: 01’20”). 
Below: Photograph taken by the Frobenius expedition (probably Agnes Schulz, exact date unknown, 1928/30) titled,
‘Nordrhodesien, Sambesi, Lealui. Dr. Jensen schreibt die Geschichte der Barotse auf, die ihm Mutualetti und Kalongo

berichten’. Archive ref. FoA 09~11401, © Frobenius-Institut an der Goethe Universität, Frankfurt am Main



	

	

Another place of intersection between the footage and archival photographs is the iconic 

archaeological site of Great Zimbabwe, of which there are multiple corresponding 

photographs. The filmed scenes don’t match the photographs as precisely as in the previous 

example; however, there is no doubt as to where these images are located geographically (see 

Figure xxxiv). 
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Figure xxxiv: On left: Stills grabs of footage of Great Zimbabwe from the Burgen snippet.
On right: A selection of photographs of Great Zimbabwe taken by the Frobenius expedition (photographer 
and exact date unknown, 1928/30). Archive ref. (top to bottom) FoA 09-11513, 11501.a, 11495 &11501.

© Frobenius-Institut an der Goethe Universität, Frankfurt am Main
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In this third example of a moment of intersection, two screen grabs (from the Burgen snippet 
within the footage) show a man in a light-colored suit and top hat, walking accompanied by a
‘silimba’, the Lozi name for a kind of marimba (Jones 2012:35), and drum procession. The 
bottom image, from the photo album collection, captures different moments around the same 
event (Figure xxv). The caption from the photo album identifies the man in the suit as Yeta III, 
king of the Barotse.

Figure xxxv: Above: Stills grabs of footage of Yeta III, Barotse king, accompanied by musicians, taken from the Burgen
snippet. Below: The same scene captured in a series of photographs. Lealui, Northern Rhodesia (photographer and exact date 

unknown, 1928/30). Archive ref: FoA 09~Kat019-724, FoA-09-11310 1/2, L1/23, L1/22. © Frobenius-Institut an der Goethe 
Universität, Frankfurt am Main



	

	

 

In this final example, a woman and man pose for the camera, seated side by side. The woman’s 

royal status is evident from her dress and the manner in which her entourage treats her, 

carrying her chair and arranging her shawl over her shoulders. Captions of several photographs 

from the Frobenius archive identify her as Mulena Mukwae, chieftainess (or queen sister). The 

pair gaze directly into camera as though posing. The image on the right is taken from the 

photographic album and shows the same scene captured in two portraits (Figure xxvi).  

	

		 	
 

                

                 

              

            

   

 

 

 1.3  Two key filming ‘modes’ identified: 
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Figure xxvi: On left: Stills grab from Burgen snippet of Morena Mokwai, chieftainess (or queen sister) seated beside a man, 
posing for camera (Folder B, Video 6, In: 7’46”). On right: Photograph taken by the Frobenius expedition depicting the same 
scene (photographer and exact date unknown, 1928/30), titled ‘Nordrhodesien, Sambesi, Nalolo. Morena Mokwai mit ihrem 
Gatten. Location: Nalolo, Northern Rhodesia’. Archive ref: FoA 09~11304. © Frobenius-Institut an der Goethe Universität, 

Frankfurt am Main

                
               

  
       

              
              
               

                  
      

                
               

             
             

              
              
               

                  
       

                
               

              
             

               
             

               
                 

             

                
               

              
             

               
            

              
                 

            
 

There are obviously a myriad ways in which to further describe and observe the footage in 
terms of its filmed content, as the amount of information contained in any fragment is 
potentially infinite. From my close examination of the footage, two modes of filming emerged 
as relevant for my project. They are ‘observational’ and ‘participatory’ scenes. The Frobenius 
footage is an intriguing mix of this ‘observational’ style of filming (explored in Chapter 2), 
and scenes that fall into a more participatory mode, where the filmmaker observes

while also being an active part of the scene. These categories arose from viewing the

footage, as I found clear examples of both throughout. I was also alert to them because of 
issues that interest me such as agency, subjectivity, spontaneity and construction, examples of 
filmic issues that could be further explored even though they are not a primary interest



	

	

    

 

  

  

  

     

  

 

 

  1.3.1  ‘Observational’ scenes: 
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in my dissertation. These categories also serve my study in various ways. The ‘observational’ 
mode in the footage aligns with the ‘observational’ mode as a development in visual 
anthropology in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, as outlined by Oksiloff. She 
traces a link between the rise in popularity of the camera and this shift to an observational 
mode of anthropological study, understood as a kind of ‘direct unmediated visual access to the 
native body’ (p.4), which replaced what Haddon had termed ‘the old-style “armchair”
anthropology’ (Haddon 1935 in Oksiloff 2001:4). The second, ‘participatory’, mode highlights 
moments when the research team members appear on camera, either on their own or in scenes 
of interaction with the local people, providing a counterpoint to the ‘observational’ scenes.

             
            

             

            
             

           
               
            
            

                
                

           
             

              
                

              
              

            
         

The term ‘observational’ has been applied to ethnographic film since this sub-genre first 
emerged within visual anthropology in the nineteenth century (Oksiloff 2001:3). Achieved by 
filming from the position of an outside observer, this term implies that a scene is captured as 
though a camera isn’t there. Subjects captured are not supposed to engage with the camera, and 
the camera operator does not appear on camera. The term ‘observational’ also refers to 
particular expectations around the supposedly neutral, scientific position of the anthropologist, 
thus endowing early films of this nature with an air of supposed authenticity. This became the 
dominant mode in which documentaries and ethnographic films were produced during the 
nineteenth century, providing the viewer with a voyeuristic, seemingly pure glimpse into an

‘exotic’ culture. Oksiloff discusses the origins of this way of seeing, when she states that the 
use of the camera as a field tool for anthropology was ‘the ultimate realization of an 
observational mode’ that grew popular in ethnography in the nineteenth century (Oksiloff

2001:3). Basu references the ‘observational styles’ of anthropological films made later, by the 
Royal Anthropological Institute in the 1970s, showing how this way of seeing entrenched itself 
within the genre (Basu 2008:96). He cites several examples of films produced in this way, such 
as Masai Women (1974) about the Maasai’s gender relations, and The Last of the Cuiva
(1971), set in the Columbian rainforest (p.96). Film theorist Bill Nichols terms the sub-genre 
of observational documentary ‘the fly-on-the-wall’ effect (Nichols 2016 cited in Yalur 2016), 
enabling the filmmaker to ostensibly ‘observe without interruption’ (Yalur 2016).



	

	

 

In the footage this term can be applied to scenes filmed with the illusion of objective filming, 

which arguably functions in a one-directional way, by which I mean there is the semblance of 

the camera being absent (although the subjects filmed are aware of the camera, they do not 

engage in any obvious manner with it, and the anthropologists are not present in the scene). 

Scenes captured in this manner include the documentation of material culture in action, such as 

dancing, weaving, the playing of musical instruments, iron smelting, etc. These ‘observational’ 

scenes comply with ethnographic filming methods of the day. Some well-known examples of 

this style of filming are seen in Nanook of the North (1922) by Robert Flaherty, credited as the 

first nonfiction film, which featured ‘celebrated hunter’ Nanook of the Itivmuit people, filmed 

in Hudson Bay in Canada (Barnouw 1993:36), as well as the French film The Black Cruise 

(1926) by Léon Poirier, which captured an automobile on a journey from north to south down 

the African continent. En route it captured a sense of ‘tribal and village life’ (Barnouw 1993: 

50). Paul Henley comments that although ‘there is now widespread scepticism’ about the 

ability of the film camera to create documentaries or ethnographic films that are ‘objective in 

any significant sense’, he believes they still hold valuable evidence if not exactly ‘truth’ 

(1998:49), a position I agree with in terms of my study of the footage.  

 

  1.3.2  ‘Participatory’ scenes: 

 
      

  

  

   

   

 
 1.4. Intrusions: 

 

   1.4.1  The Burgen snippet: 
 
The footage, whether ‘observational’ or ‘participatory’, would have been filmed for specific 

research purposes, and possibly also for open-ended or experimental reasons, but some scenes 
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Observational scenes can be contrasted with scenes in which there is a clear expression of 
awareness on the part of the filmed subjects, of the camera, or of the anthropologists, which 
can be described as participatory. Engagement is multi-directional and includes interaction 
between the research team and the people on camera with them. Most scenes of this nature 
can be found in the materials collected among the ‘Barotse’ community. This includes scenes 
where members of the research team appear on camera.



	

	

    

 

 

   

  

     

    

     

 

 

As previously explained, Peter Steigerwald from the Frobenius Institute provided us with all 

the information he had on the footage, including mentioning that ‘[t]he film they produced in 

1932 was called Burgen im afrikanischen Busch’ (Steigerwald 2017: pers. comm.). During the 

process of logging the footage, I became aware of a 12-minute sequence embedded within it, 

that told the story (albeit a highly simplified version) of the journey of the ninth expedition, 

complete with graphic maps (referred to as ‘intertitles’ in older films) to depict a simplified, 

animated route taken by the team. Through my research I established that this 12-minute 

sequence was the film that Steigerwald was referring to.  

 

The Burgen snippet is located in Folder B, across Videos 6 (In: 00’00” Out: 11’14”) and 7 (In: 

00’00” Out: 07’01”), and appears to include a short piece near the end of Video 8 (In: 12’51” 

Out: 13’01”). The total snippet is 18 min and 25 seconds in duration across these three files.   
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were probably filmed with a popular output along the lines of Burgen (1932) in mind. Both
‘observational’ and ‘participatory’ scenes appear in Burgen, although the scenes in the movie 
are in predominantly observational mode, this being the preferred mode for edited films 
aimed at a popular audience. There are, however, a few scenes in Burgen that demonstrate 
some awareness of the camera, in which people pose as though for a photographic portrait, 
looking directly into the lens. These scenes are few though in comparison to the full length of 
the movie, which focuses on depicting an idea of what life in specific locales across southern 
Africa was like, with the previously mentioned focus on ‘Barotse’ communities, but also 
showcasing the researchers’ representations of themselves in Africa. I explore Burgen in more 
detail below.

              
              
            
                

            
               

               
                 

                   

Tracking down a copy of the film involved interaction and co-operation between two other 
German institutions, the first of which Peter Steigerwald guided me to. As the Frobenius 
Institute did not possess a stand-alone copy, Steigerwald advised me that the Bundesarchiv
(Berlin) held one in its archives. The Bundesarchiv in turn directed me to the Murnau Stiftung 
Foundation (Wiesbaden), which holds the copyright, and from where permission was needed 
before a copy could be released to me. All email communication was conducted in German. 
This hampered the pace of the discussion, but luckily Justine Wintjes speaks some German, 
and with her help as translator I received permission to borrow a VHS tape copy of the film. 
It was posted to me, and when I received it, I made my own digitized copy for the



	

	

 

  

   

  

 

  1.4.1a  Burgen im afrikanischen Busch: 

 

  

  

  

   

  

   

  

      

  

   

     

 

 

      

 

   

 

  

   

  

  

   

72

purposes of my studies, before posting the VHS back. This extra step in the journey of the 
footage has been added to the second diagram of the archival journey of the footage I have 
created (Figure xxvii), as further information of the transformation and multiple ‘arms’ of the 
object. I explore this history in more detail, accompanied by the diagram, later in this chapter.

               
                 

                 
                
               

                
                 

                 
                 

                  
              
          

               
                

               

               
                 

                 
                
               

                
                 

                
                

                  
              

      
               

                
               

The full film received on VHS is almost identical to the snippet contained in the footage.

However, it also comprises credits and audio, and comes in at a total duration of 14 minutes 
and 14 seconds. The Burgen snippet in the footage surpasses this in length, coming in at 18 
minutes and 25 seconds. This longer duration is actually due to several minutes’ worth of raw 
footage that have been intercut into the snippet during the transfer process, breaking the film 
up into several pieces (hence I now refer to ‘snippets’ in the plural). Another difference is 
that the picture quality is far superior in the snippet in the digital footage, compared to the 
VHS version of Burgen received from the Bundesarchiv. I was unable to view the VHS tape 
directly, but had it digitized in Johannesburg. From what I was told by the technician, the 
digitized copy that was made is very similar in visual quality to the VHS tape. The poor 
picture quality may be indicative of earlier transfers having occurred over time or particular 
deterioration experienced by the edited materials (or both). The Bundesarchiv does have in 
its archive a 35mm ‘print’ (copy) of Burgen im afrikanischen Busch (Müller 2018: pers. 
comm.), which I have not had access to, and it is possible that it is a higher-resolution tape or 
digitized copy with a much better picture quality.

                
              

                
                

                
             

            
           

                
     

                
              

                
                

                
             

            
            

                
    

                
              

                
                

                
             

            
            

              
      

                
              

                
                

                
             

              
            

              
     

As previously noted, a marked difference between the Burgen snippet and the full movie is the 
addition of sound effects to the latter, which would have been added in post-production. The

audio is a voiced German narration, a translation and transcript of which I include in Appendix 
3. In summary, the narration tells the abridged story of the ninth expedition to southern Africa. 
The credits attach the year 1932 to the film. The translation sheds further light on the original

purpose of the filming, providing a suggestion about who the intended audience may have

been. The name, ‘Burgen im afrikanischen Busch’ literally translates to ‘Castles in the African 
Bush’ (another possible translation for Burgen is ‘Kingdom’ or societies organised under 
royal leadership), which speaks to the colonial fascination at the time with royalty and 
royal architectures in Africa. The focus



	

	

in the film on elite aspects of society, in living as well as archaeological contexts, is something 

I explore in more detail in Chapter 2. 

 

What is also interesting to note from an audio perspective is the addition of sound effects that 

are an attempt to replicate, or substitute for, the unrecorded audio, and synchronize this with 

the visuals. The audio technician has added a variety of sound effects where deemed necessary, 

for example during a scene where several men pull luggage-loaded boats across a river (Figure 

xxvii), and in a scene of dancing accompanied by a group of musicians. What is interesting to 

note is that these audio additions of sound effects, which aim to substitute for the sounds the 

depicted activities would have produced, are also sometimes exaggerated for dramatic effect, 

and are not overly concerned with ‘authenticity’. The footage of musicians playing instruments 

is now accompanied by European-style flute music, and the scene of men in the river is 

provided with dubbed shouts and grunts of exertion, sounds that conveniently do not sound 

like any particular language. The key objective to the added sound effects appears to be the 

enhancement of the life-like quality of the imagery for the purposes of entertainment, to appeal 

to the European audience that the video was ostensibly created for. 

 

 

 
            

 

As previously mentioned, the stand-alone version of Burgen is quite badly degenerated; the 

picture is darker and grainer than the snippets, which have a clearer, sharper image in 
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Figure xxxvii: Stills grab from full film Burgen of a scene where dubbed voices have been added.
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comparison. A comparison of screen shots side by side, with the snippets from the footage on 
the left and the full movie on the right, clearly shows this (Figure xxxviii).
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Figure xxxviii: Comparison of footage quality. On left: Screen grabs from the Burgen 
snippets within the footage, and on right, screen grabs from the stand-alone movie Burgen.
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My original hypothesis was that the Burgen snippets must be a copy of the full Burgen film 
preserved in the Bundesarchiv, and thus that the latter would be of a higher quality, but, as 
previously detailed, I do not know the archival history of the Bundesarchiv exemplar of the

film. The excerpts from both versions, compared in Figure xxviii, shows the thick black frame, 
faded edges and slight movement of the image in the Bundesarchiv version, suggesting that it 
was created from filming a projected version of the film, which was an accepted way to 
reproduce films, rather than a direct transfer from one film medium to another (35mm to VHS, 
for example). It is unlikely that the original film (on reel) still exists. Because of this, despite 

that it lacks some audio, is missing some credits, and is broke up into pieces,  the version of 
Burgen spliced into the footage, which represents almost the entire film, therefore becomes 
valuable because of its superior quality over the full film housed at the Bundesarchiv. There are 
scenes that are almost ‘lost’ in the grainy and darkening effects in the Bundesarchiv version, 
which can be viewed with much greater clarity in the version within the footage.

Figure xxxix: Stills grabs showing clock and graphic map, from the beginning of the first Burgen snippet (Folder B, Video 6).

The deterioration caused by time and multiple transfers influences the affective dimensions of 
viewing archival films today. Especially noticeable in the stand-alone film Burgen, the darkened 
image  and  reduced  clarity  reinforce  the  distance  between  the  viewing  moment  now  and  the 
creation moment 90 years ago, working to remove further the viewer, in time and space, from 
the images captured. The figures are lent a ghostly quality due to the reduction in contrast that

There are other obvious differences between the two, such as the inclusion of full credits and 
titles on the stand-alone film, and on one of the snippets, the appearance of the fragment of a 
clock (Figure xxxix), which counts up, not down, as in later cinema practice, in this case from 
six to nine, before the first graphic map appears and the movie begins. The full closing credits 
are missing on the last Burgen snippet, with just the billboard ‘ENDE’ signalling the finish.



	

	

has occurred to the picture quality, merging subjects into the dark background. Although 

digitization has improved on the quality of transfers (being superior to tape transfers in 

reducing the ‘loss of a generation’ as previously discussed), only the passing of time will 

reveal what kinds of longer-term deterioration digital files may be subject to. Even if further 

deterioration occurs, the digitization of both the footage and the stand-alone film, enabling my 

examination of the links between the two, has elements of a restorative act in the archival 

journey.  

  
 
  1.4.2 The c1960s movie sequence: 
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Figure xl: Stills grabs from the c1960s movie snippet showing vehicles and fashion from that era, 
and an older Jensen on the far right (Folder C, Video 14, In: 12’53” Out: 13’46”).

The second intrusion in the footage is the c1960s snippet that appears to come from an edited 
documentary film. I discovered this short sequence when viewing the footage for logging 
purposes and hearing audio for the first time during the logging process. Sound in the form of a 
voice-over is discernable (located in Folder C, Video 14, In: 12’48” Out: 12’46”), although an 
audible buzzing is noticeable earlier on from approximately ten minutes into the video, and 
also on the first four minutes of Video 15 (mentioned above). I speculate that the buzzing is 
caused by the audio channel being switched on during the transfer process. This causes 
buzzing if there is no recorded audio on the footage. The standard procedure to transfer silent 
footage would be to turn the audio channel off, and to copy only the video channel. The 
discovery of the sound signaled the potential presence of a new ‘object’ in the footage, and the 
translated audio confirmed this, together with the visuals, which are identifiable as 1960s-era 
in terms of the cars and fashion featured (Figure xl).
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The snippet appears to be a fragment of a documentary-style movie on the Frobenius Institute, and 
features Jensen in his role as director of the Institute. He was also, as mentioned previously, the 
camera operator on the southern African expedition, as well as one of the members of the 1934/5 
Ethiopia expedition, and makes an appearance at the end of this snippet, as is evidenced by the screen 
shot in Figure xl. A description of each scene, as well as a full transcript of the voice-over, can be 
found in the logbook, but in summary, the 53 second fragment is a montage of edited images, some 
from the expedition footage, some newly filmed, overlaid by a narrator. The snippet starts with an 
exterior establishing shot of what is explained to be a private home, in Frankfurt-am-Main, where the 
Frobenius Institute was being temporarily housed. German vehicles from the 1960s line the street, 
including Volkswagen Beetles and a minivan. A slow zoom on a sculpted bust of Frobenius is 
followed by a scene showing two women working in an office and opening catalogue drawers. What 
appears to be a storeroom is shown, revealing a collection of carved figures packed on many shelves 
and attesting to the size of the collection. 9A young man, probably the television presenter, appears to 
interview Jensen while contemplating a copy of the journal Paideuma10, a publication named after
Frobenius’ book on cultural philosophy published in 1921 (Figure xli). The footage is overlaid with a 
voice-over and thus their dialogue is not audible. The c1960s snippet ends with a shot that 
corresponds to a scene from elsewhere in the footage, that of a car, loaded with luggage, crossing a
river. The voice-over carries on across this clip, confirming that this shot is still a part of the c1960s
snippet. This is the final shot of Folder C, Video 14. Video 15 returns to the unedited footage. This last 
shot of the edited snippet, that of the car crossing the river, is confirmation that this later edited 
sequence was created through direct physical extraction from the footage, just as with Burgen 
approximately 30 years prior. I have been unable to identify the movie this snippet belongs to, so the 
remainder of the content of this film as well as its context, are unknown for now.

7

8

                    

           

This collection of objects is no longer held in the Frobenius Institute; it has been given to other museums (Kuba 2019:

The journal Paideuma is still published out of the Frobenius Institute.



	

	

 

           
      

  

  1.4.3 The Ethiopian footage: 
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Figure xli: Stills grab showing a volume of the journal Paideuma (1953) being 
discussed by the presenter and Jensen. (Folder C, Video 14, In: 13’42”.)

            
              

               
               

             
             

            
              

  

               
              

               
               

         
             

            
              

  

               
              

               
               

         
             

            
              

  

               
              

               
               

         
             

            
              

  

               
              

               
               

             
             

             
            

The third intrusion in the footage is a segment of raw footage from the 1934/5 Ethiopian
expedition. It is 2’14” in duration and depicts carved monolithic stones, an artist drawing the
stones, and a campsite area with various objects being demonstrated for the camera. The stones 
look like ‘wakas’, burial statues or grave markers from the Konso Cultural Landscape in the 
Konso highlands of Ethiopia (Levitt 2019: pers. comms. see Figure xlii). The site ‘features 
anthropomorphic wooden statues’, which are part of the funerary traditions of the local 
community (‘Konso Cultural Landscape’, 2011). Further study on this footage, as with the 
other inclusions, could reveal whether there is more footage elsewhere from this expedition.



	

	

 
  

      

 

 1. 5.  The journey traveled by the footage:  

 

As depicted in Figure iv, sometime during in the 1980s or 1990s (exact date unknown), the 

footage was transferred to a tape format, possibly VHS. This is speculative as it could have 

been another tape format such as digibeta or SP betacam, both popular, relatively high-quality 

tape formats in the predigital era. Transferring footage from one format to another is, as noted 

previously, a standard process as technology progresses and older formats become outdated. It 

is possible that this moment of transfer from film reel to tape is when the audio was ‘lost’, as it 

is unlikely to have happened when the tapes were transferred digitally. Digital transfers have 

greater accuracy in their duplication, while tape transfers, as mentioned previously, commonly 

use two channels, one video and one audio, which can be separately operated. It is also 

possible that the disjointed ordering of the footage may have occurred during the later 

digitization process in the 2000s, or possibly in both eras.  

 

80

             
     

Figure xlii: Stills grab showing the Ethiopia footage shot on the 1934/4 expedition 
(Folder C, Video 15, In: 00’36”).



	

	

The footage did not, however, experience any of these modifications through any deliberate act 

of harm. Through institutional accidents and technological shifts, some of the original footage 

may have been (accidentally) discarded or re-ordered out of context, the visual quality of the 

imagery has deteriorated, and the audio lost entirely. Much modification and some accidental 

loss has occurred to the footage, not through an intentional lack of care but rather complex 

(and rather common) reasons that affect many film archives, related to technology and the 

passing of time.  
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Figure xliii: Archival Journey Diagram 2 (timeline not to scale).

                  
             

               
              

               
               

              
               

Figure iv in the Introduction, was the initial diagram I created to sketch the broad lines of this 
process of change across geographies and a timeline of approximately 90 years. In Figure
xliii, I summarise the archival journey as I have been able to reconstruct it through my
research, across two continents and nine decades. The diagram shows that the footage has 
undergone several transformations, and that through my own research I have in a small way 
extended these materials’ archival presence by describing the materials as a whole in detail in 
this dissertation, digitizing the stand-alone film Burgen, therefore creating a new version of it 
from a VHS tape onto a DVD, and also recontextualising them in a southern African context.



	

	

 

  1.5.1  Two points in the timeline of the footage for further analysis: 
 

The logbook has been a valuable process and tool in helping me to achieve a close reading of 

the object as a whole and to understand something of its history. Based on the findings 

presented in this chapter, I proceed now to a historical and a contemporary analysis in the 

following two chapters, respectively. Within these two chosen moments I have selected scenes 

for closer analysis that I find to be of particular interest and relevance to my research. With 

reference to Figure xxviii, in the historical chapter (Chapter 2), I examine the creation footage 

(1928-1930) attending to the context of its making, beginning with a film-historical angle that 

considers the footage as an expression of the early ethnographic genre. As part of this I analyse 

the history of technology, also addressing its edited counterpoint Burgen and considerations of 

representational conventions. In the contemporary chapter (Chapter 3), I revisit this footage 

today, as an object of material culture, and as an item onto which recent film theoretical and 

historical scholarship can be brought to bear.  
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Chapter 2 

 

The Footage in its Historical Context 

 
  

  

  

 

  

  

 

 

 

   

 

  

 

 

   

 

 

 

2.1 The aspects selected for historical contextualization: 
 

  

   

  

  

83

While all objects shift, erode and alter in physical form and meaning over time, there is 
something uniquely unstable about the nature of footage, as I argue in Chapter 1. Its initial 
complexity lies in its structure, in being composed of multiple moving frames, each of which is 
in itself a window that opens onto the world. Its irrevocable tie to screening technology ensures 
changes in archival form as equipment modernizes; the way it lends itself to being edited, 
trimmed and supplemented with graphics and sound, as well as reproduced, makes it 
particularly susceptible to change. This makes my study of film as an ‘object’ both interesting 
and challenging, as the object is subject to a complex reshaping in form and meaning, over 
space and time.

In my first chapter I analyzed the content of the frames within the footage, as well as the 
structure of the object in terms of its editing and archival history, a first fundamental aspect of 
its ‘instability’. In this chapter I expand my purview beyond the footage itself to examine its 
immediate historical/disciplinary context, starting with its original moment of creation on the 
ninth Frobenius expedition. I draw on various critiques, engaging with the work of film
practitioners, film theorists and historians, for the purposes of understanding particular 
conventions within the fields of anthropology and ethnographic film, and grapple with these 
varied and changing norms that inform my reading of the moving image materials.

When approaching the footage in its creation moment I relate it to the contextual backdrop 
relevant to that moment in history (1928-1930). As one aspect of the footage’s purpose, I include 
the edited film Burgen, seeing as it was a virtually contemporaneous iteration produced shortly 
after the expedition (1932). The elements that I am using to craft this historical contextualization 
are film technological history, visual anthropology, and the development of early ethnographic 
filming conventions. I also examine a ‘theory of culture’ developed by Frobenius himself, 
recently reinterpreted by Assenka Oksiloff, harnessing it as a prompt in my study



	

	

for the analysis of the use of the medium of film by Frobenius and his team. All these contexts 

overlap and intertwine with each other. After contextualizing this material in the time of its 

creation in this chapter, I move to an examination of it in the contemporary moment in Chapter 

3. While the object of my research is the footage, Burgen plays an interesting role in this study 

because it is a fully edited film product, the traditional unit of analysis of film studies. 

Conversely, I have not found much analysis of unedited ‘raw’ footage in the literature, hence 

the footage-prompted framework that I have had to devise for this study. 
 

  

 

    

  

   

     

  

    

   

  

 

 

 

 2.1.1  The footage and the history of film technology: 
 

The filmic characteristics of the footage, being shot in black and white and being silent, with 

the resultant Burgen having added sound effects and being under 15 minutes in duration, are 

all typical traits of film of the early twentieth century. Produced in the period just after the 

‘silent era’ of movies, generally accepted as having lasted more or less from 1895-1919, 

movies were commonly being made with no synchronized recorded sound (Bergan 2006:20). 

At the time the footage was shot, the technology was available to record synchronised sound, 
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As defined in the previous chapter, the footage has, in some ways, a clear purpose in relation to 
one known edited output (Burgen), which would have fed into a popular appetite for this kind 
of film product. In addition, the footage fulfilled a recording role, in its documentation of 
material culture, complementing the other visual materials collected by the expedition, to be 
stored in an archive with potential to be used to produce scientific outputs. There are also 
aspects that do not neatly subscribe to either of these clearly discernible purposes, often 
located in the ‘surplus’ footage, a term I use for scenes that were not used in the movie. These 
aspects of the footage, including a number of apparently accidental inclusions, are ambiguous 
in their objective, raising questions around clarity of purpose, the extent of the planning 
process and creativity in the engagement with the filmic medium. In summary, there are ways 
in which the footage is clearly conventional for its time and feeds directly into the construction 
of Burgen, as well as the purpose of scientific recording (data collection); but the footage also 
comprises features that show an engagement that is specific to the filmic medium, whose 
purpose is not necessarily clear. I explore adherences to convention below, but also explore the 
ways in which the footage might be considered more experimental. Added to this complexity 
is the particular physical and epistemological instability of the footage, resulting in there being 
no single way of framing or understanding it.



	

	

but primarily within a studio environment; it was not yet readily possible to record sound ‘in 

the field’. Burgen being enhanced with a sound-track created by musicians, sound effects and 

voice-over narration, accompanied by informative graphics, pictures and text are features it 

shares with movies of the ‘silent era’; the addition of sound effects in post-production was a 

feature that continued for some time, because of the technical challenges of synchronized 

sound in some scenarios (p.20). Colour film was another technological invention going 

through teething problems, becoming mainstream only after the dawn of the television era in 

the mid-1950s when Technicolour was more widely adopted. I explore these characteristics of 

the footage in more detail further on. 

 

At the time that the footage was created in the late 1920s, film viewing was a relatively new 

and novel event, accessible only for a privileged few, and possible only under special 

circumstances at film houses or private events. Typically, films were generally only a few 

minutes long. The first successful movie house had opened its doors in 1905 (the Nickelodeon 

in Pittsburgh, USA), when there were enough short films being produced to be played back-to-

back to give audiences half an hour of viewing (p.16). By the time Burgen was created, this 

model of movie theatre had gained popularity and was replicated all over the world.   
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There are, to reiterate, no recorded hints I could find of Burgen having been screened, and if
so, where and to whom, and a deeper examination of this question might be possible through 
further archival research. It is possible that Burgen was created to accompany a presentation of 
the ninth expedition (including its documentation of African material culture, and 
archaeological structures such as Great Zimbabwe, among other features) to an audience as yet 
unknown, perhaps including potential sponsors. This was standard practice in anthropological 
circles of that era (Ruby 1975:104). Although film duplicates were produced, the practice was 
not commonplace as it is today, and films at the time were not typically viewed in the privacy 
of one’s own home, as the equipment needed was cumbersome, expensive and specialized. In 
the 1950s and 1960s, updated versions of the 16mm camera were released in a lightweight 
design. Combined with synchronous audio-recording abilities, they boosted the popularity of 
the genre immensely. The Frobenius footage was most likely shot on 16mm film some 20 
years earlier, on what would have been a relatively heavy and cumbersome camera with no 
sound-recording capacity (Basu 200:94).



	

	

By the dawn of the 21st century, digitization had revolutionized the film world, and analogue 

transitioned to digital processes (Bergan, 2006:76). Between its creation on film and its 

digitization, the footage underwent several format changes (per its archival history as explored 

in Chapter 1), as well as edits and amalgamations. The significant technological shifts that the 

footage has survived have left their mark, producing an unintentional disruptive quality to the 

viewing experience. This fundamentally influences the footage as we see it today in digital 

form, and I explore the resultant affective viewing aspects, as well as ethical archival issues 

related to digitization, in the following chapter.  

 

 2.1.2  The footage, visual anthropology and the development of ethnographic 

film: 
 

While the technology was new and the expedition’s use of it novel and experimental in many 

ways, the footage shot by the Frobenius research team subscribed to several established visual 

anthropological conventions of the day. Despite the newness and specificity of the filmic 

medium, it was built on, and developed out of, conventions that existed in anthropological 

photography, illustration and another associated visual modes. I explore the ways in which the 

footage conforms to or departs from the wider colonial context of anthropological 

representation further on in this chapter.  

 

As previously stipulated, one of the envisaged outcomes of the creation of the footage from the 

outset may have been a film along the lines of Burgen, although it is unknown whether the film 

was created to encourage further research funding, purely as entertainment, or a combination 

of the two. Another question that arises is whether it was this particular film that was 

envisaged as an output at the time of filming. As outlined above, in addition to this published 

film, the decision to use a moving-image format would have been motivated by the potential 

the medium had for data gathering, in addition to presenting an opportunity to explore in 

experimental ways its abilities to capture the kinetic. I provide a selection of examples lifted 

from the footage to examine these different aspects towards the end of this chapter. 
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To supplement the scarcity of available ‘footage theory’ – theoretical texts or film-historical 
analyses that apply explicitly to unedited footage – I have turned to the history of visual
anthropology, and specifically, the development of the genre of ethnographic film (against the



	

	

  

 

   

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

A useful breakdown of the term ‘ethnographic film’ is provided by Eliot Weinberger in the 

book The Camera People (1992): 

 

Ethnos, ‘a people’; graphe, ‘a writing, a drawing, a representation’. Ethno-
graphic film, then: ‘a representation of a people on film’. A definition without 
limit, a process with unlimited possibility, an artifact with unlimited variation.  

(Weinberger 1992:24, cited in Basu 2008:94) 
 

  

  

 

In examining how ethnographic film developed within the field of visual anthropology, I draw 

on the work of David MacDougall who published several works on the relationship between 

ethnography and the visual realm. He is regarded as a ‘canonical’ filmmaker, working together 

with his wife Judith to make his mark on 16mm filmmaking in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s 

(Basu 2008:96). He traces the progression from the convention in anthropological circles of 

displaying living ‘exotic’ humans at the end of the nineteenth century to showcasing 

photographs and films of them instead. Photographic representations were considered a ‘better 

alternative to importing people’, with the additional advantage that the photographs could be 

included in the ethnological monographs (MacDougall 2006:213). The indexical quality of 
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wider context of film more generally), for some understanding of this field, and to enable a 
general contextualisation of the creation of the footage. The logic for this is that the 
conventions in film are comparable to those discernible across other visual aspects of
anthropology. I examine the relationship that developed between film houses and the scientific 
community in Germany at the time. While film built on previously established conventions, it 
gradually developed a certain status of its own in anthropology, taking a temporary dip in 
popularity in between the World Wars before re-establishing itself after World War II (Bergan 
206:135), a timeline below. Shifting now to practices of field ethnography within 
anthropology, which is apt for describing the immediate expeditionary context of the making 
of the footage, I look at the role of film in fieldwork to examine its history and the relationship 
between the two.

Although this definition ascribes somewhat idealistically ‘limitless’ possibilities to the genre 
of ethnographic film, historically the usage has been relatively narrow, designating ‘films 
made by “us” (urban white Westerners) about “them” (our non- urban, non-white, non-

Western Other)’ (Basu 2008:94).



	

	

photographs and film meant that to include photographs (and later film) had the added benefit 

of capturing an increased amount of contextual information, such as the physical surroundings 

and the social group, all extensions of the ‘anthropological body’ (p.213). Additionally, 

photography and film participated in the classification of ‘human models’, aligning with 

methodologies applied at the time to artifacts and the natural realm of botany (p.215). David 

MacDougall argues that ‘[m]anipulating human categories reinforced the colonizers’ sense of 

difference as well as their sense of power’, and visual documentation, and ultimately, 

ethnographic film, played a key role in this. Another function of images was to support a 

growing attitude that ‘showing’ superseded ‘telling’, such as the filmed fire-making 

demonstration in the Cambridge Torres Strait footage from an 1898 expedition (Grimshaw 

1997:36-52 in MacDougall 2006:215). Filming an act such as this could function as an 

illustration, capturing the valuable and essential information, after which interpretation could 

follow (Grimshaw 1997:36-52). As I show in the content analysis in Chapter 1, the Frobenius 

footage captured in an observational mode many such moments of ‘doing’, and of material 

culture in action, in support of a basic descriptive objective to the filming.   

 

The filmic conventions that guided the development of early ethnographic film, in terms of 

how scenes were selected, framed and edited, were initially derived out of photographic 

standards within anthropology. At first, the medium was treated quite literally as a series of 

photographs in motion. Andrew Roberts describes early ethnographic film as representing 

‘either persons or things moving across the camera’s field of vision or a scene recorded by a 

camera in motion’ (Roberts 1987:191). In this sense, the camera acted like the anthropological 

eye, ostensibly objectively recording whatever came into the frame and allowing the viewer to 

be transported into the scene.  

Several key events have impacted the development of ethnographic film over time and are 

relevant to the footage I am studying. The term ‘visual anthropology’ is today often 

synonymous with anthropological or ethnographic filmmaking, so popular has the medium 

become, and while Banks explores how its purview has shifted in recent years to a broader 

view of ‘visual forms and visual systems in their cultural context’ (1998:6), this nonetheless 

points to the fact that film has long enjoyed a popular status within the field of anthropology. 

Sustained technological improvements including developments in cheaper handheld recorders 

and palm-sized devices have increased the popularity of film recording in fieldwork, to the 

point where universities offer courses in filming techniques for anthropology students, and 
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film festivals have diversified to cater to the ethnographic film genre (Basu 2008:95). The 

popularity of the genre has, however, been influenced both positively and negatively over the 

years since its inception by various factors, in particular its evolving relationship to other film 

genres and improvements in film technology and changing attitudes within the field of 

anthropology. I investigate these factors as relevant to the footage, paying attention to the 

developments that occurred in this genre after World War II, and how that culminated in 

provoking the critical response in filmic form from Trinh T. Minh-ha (Reassemblage 1983), 

which I examine more closely in relation to the footage in the following chapter.  

MacDougall argues that in its early development film enjoyed only a brief moment of 

scientific ‘status’ before it began to slowly decline after World War I. He maintains that the 

initial furor and fascination with visual anthropology and its particular association with the 

filmic medium gradually faded over the course of the first half of the twentieth century, being 

replaced by an attitude that gave greater status to anthropological writing (2009:57). He 

proposes several reasons for this change, such as the expense and difficulty of taking a camera 

into the field, as well as the eventual contamination of the medium by ‘trashy’ films (explored 

later in more detail within the specific context of Germany between the wars) (p.57). As 

evidence for this, MacDougall points to the failure of Félix-Louis Regnault’s (b.1863-d.1938) 

vision of an ethnographic film museum, which never came to fruition. He further asserts that a 

dimmer view of the medium of film eventually replaced the belief that the film camera was a 

non-negotiable tool in any scientific data-gathering process, a position endorsed early on by 

British anthropologist Alfred Haddon in 1888 (p.216).  

Bergan (2006) likewise acknowledges a dip in popularity of the genre after World War I, 

claiming that a similar decline occurred again after World War II. He attributes this lull in the 

production of the non-fiction film to the negative associations the genre developed during the 

wars with propaganda dissemination, with film being used heavily for this purpose (2006:135). 

Bergan claims, however, that this reduction in output was only temporary, and that between 

the wars there was a resurgence, citing popular examples such as the 1925 production Grass, 

which tracked a group from the Bakhtiari community in what was then Persia during their 

annual migration, and the 1927 film Chang, about the relationship between a Thai family and 

their herd of elephants (2006:134-135). The decline in popularity that occurred after World 

War II was caused not just by the genre being tainted through its association with propaganda, 

but also by the concurrent development of the television industry, which had started to produce 
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9   Robert Flaherty and Jean Rouch were two critically acclaimed ethnographic filmmakers who left an indelible mark on the 
field. As outlined in Chapter 1, Flaherty (b.1884 d.1951) was an American filmmaker who created the iconic production 
Nanook of the North (1922), the first commercially successful documentary. Rouch (b.1917 d.2004) was a French filmmaker 
and anthropologist credited with creating a subgenre of documentary termed ‘ethnofiction’, a blend of ethnography and
fiction.

                
                 

                  
              

              
               
                

             
               

              
               

                
               

               
             

                 
               

             
                

           

documentaries of its own (p.134). MacDougall claims that in terms of scientific documentaries, 
the period from roughly 1900 to 1950 could be called ‘the dark age of visual anthropology’ due 
to the slow but steady loss of interest that anthropologists had in photography and film (2009:95). 
It took another ‘15 years for the crisis to pass’ after World War II (Bergan 2006:134) before non-

fiction film production recovered and continued to develop through the remainder of the 
twentieth century until today.

Paul Basu discusses the innovations that occurred in the television and digital age of the non- fiction

film. He investigates the desire that anthropology had to explore ‘the use of the cinematic, and later, 
television and digital video technologies’ as a means of research, data capturing in the field and as 
an educational tool (Winston 1995:170 in Basu 2008:94). He claims that within the realm of ‘visual

anthropology’, ethnographic film as a canon emerged with enough support ‘for innovation to occur, 
not least through the genre-defying work of figures such as Robert Flaherty, mentioned previously, 
and Jean Rouch 9(2008:94), whose work did as much to influence and shape visual anthropology as 
it did to documentary (and even fiction) filmmaking. George Marcus and Michael Fischer describe 
what followed in the 1980s, as a ‘crisis of representation in the human sciences’, originating ‘from 
uncertainty about adequate means of describing social realities’ (1986:8). The established norms of 
the past in terms of anthropological ‘[p]aradigms and unifying ideas’ were now under scrutiny by 
new anthropologists in the discipline, who were questioning the ‘truth’ of the older texts that they 
had studied as examples of the genre (Bercovitch 1987). Ethnographic films began to place 
emphasis on providing ‘some experience of being a participant in another culture’, for the most part 
Western audiences seeing life ‘through the eyes of non-European others’ (Banks 1998:6). These 
developments were attributed to the slow but steady reduction in America and the West’s position as 
global power power leader (Bercovitch 1987). Basu asserts that this questioning of the discipline 
prompted an ‘anti- ethnographic’ response, signaled by the release of Trinh T. Minh-ha’s critical 
commentary, her 1983 film, Reassemblage (p.100). I explore Minh-ha’s film as useful critical 
commentary but also a tool for comparison to the footage in its current digitized form in Chapter 3.
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2.1.3 Constructing an approach to ‘footage theory’:

               
              

               
               

                   
               
              

                 
               

              
              
              

              
       

                 
               

                
                   

           
             

              
                

               
          

                
              
               
                   

           

                 
               

                
                   

           
             

              
                

               
          

                
              
               
      

                 
               

                
                   

           
             

              
                

               
          

                
              
               

     

 

 

 

 

             
              
               
             

           

                

 

              
               
             

          

                   
                 

                 
                  

       
             

               
                 

               
            

                
               

      
         

        

              
               
             

          

                   
                 

                 
                 

       
             

               
                 

               
            

                
               

                
      

               
              
             
      

                   
                  
                 

                
              

             
                 
               
              
               

               
                 

       
               

               

              
             
            
      

               
              

               
                

                    
                 

              

                  
               

               
              

                
              

                   
                  
                 

                
              

             
                 
               
              
               

               

 

              
               

                
              

   

               
              

               
                

                    
                 

              

                  
               

               
              

                
              

                   
                  
                

                 
              

             
                 
               
              
               

               
                 

       

              
               

                
              

     

                
              

                
                  

                
                

                
                

              
               

                
        

                
               

                
                 

                
                

                
               

              

              

               

           

As mentioned previously, I have struggled to find much prior research on the topic of unedited 
ethnographic footage, with a notable exception which I explore further on. Film theory applied to 

unedited footage does go some way towards helping to understand it, and particularly if there is 
access to a film that was borne out of the footage. An investigation of the intentions behind the

filming, as can be gleaned from the finished film, can be translated across to unedited footage, 
but this approach only answers some questions. In relation to the crafted entity of a completed 

film it is possible to examine the commentary and purpose of the work. When engaging with the 
works of filmmaker Trinh T. Minh-ha, one can determine her objectives as filmmaker, as her 

work is theoretically informed and has been much theorized by others (Theilan 2015; Yalur

2016; Hoffbeck 2016). But although the existence of Burgen provides a unit of analysis through 

which the footage can be analyzed, in particular that footage that became incorporated into the

film, there is much footage that was not used in the film.

                   
                  
                

                 
              

             
                 
               
              
               

               
                 

       

                   
                  
                

                 
              

             
                 
               
              
               

               
                 

       

                   
                  
                

                 
              

             
                 
               
              
               

               
                 

       

Unedited footage being the raw material from which a film is made (and for the most part actually not 
made), the objectives and intentions of its creators can therefore be more difficult to establish, or it can 
reflect other kinds of objectives or intentions, not necessarily brought into the finished film. In the 
case of the footage, my analysis of the ‘content’ has led me to glean something of the filming
objectives, which generally appear to have included different purposes, but primarily the recording for 
the purposes of scientific research (documentation of material culture). As mentioned above, the 
footage also includes scenes that appear to have been included with the intention of feeding into a 
narrative film like Burgen (for example, scenes that evoke the ‘epic journey’); there are various 
additional aspects that cannot be established to have served either process, including spontaneous or 
accidental inclusions. Additionally, the footage, as it currently exists, is made up of several different 
entities conjoined through a long history of archival processes including digitization, and is a clearly 
different object to Burgen, making it a complex object of study that arguably cannot be analyzed using 
only frameworks provided by film history or theory.

An archival recovery study that deals with unedited, ethnographic research footage and proves an 
invaluable tool in helping orientate an approach towards the construction of ‘footage theory’ can be 

found in the work by John Homiak and Keyan Tomaselli on the Marshall Family Expeditionary Films 
of the 1950s. Whilst there are many differences, there are also several striking similarities between 
their conceptual work on footage and this study on the Frobenius footage.
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 2.1.4   The footage and its colonial context: 

 
Having examined the relationship between the broader realm of anthropology and its 

associated modes of visual documentation, out of which ethnographic film developed, as well 

as the specific development of ethnographic film itself, I now take a closer look at the 

relationship between this filmic genre and the context of colonialism. Because cinematography 

had its beginnings in the era of colonial imperialism, its history has been indelibly shaped by 

the fact that early cinematographers generally came from colonising countries and had the 

means and support to travel and shoot in far-off locations (Fuhrmann 2015:1). The world’s 

leading film production countries of this time were all those with colonial empires, and it was a 

natural development for film to quickly be adopted as a key tool in the discipline of 

ethnography (Barnouw 1993:23). Film, as a new visual medium, captured the imagination of 

Germany’s ethnographers in the early twentieth century, alongside growing interest in using 

the film camera in fieldwork, for educational and academic purposes (Fuhrmann 2007:3). 

About 50 German ethnographic expeditions conducted between 1905 and 1930 made it clear 

that they believed film to be an important research medium, no doubt prompted by the desire 

to be seen as cutting-edge modern scientists making use of the latest technology (p.4). Karl 

Weule, the director of the Leipzig Museum for Ethnography, took filming equipment along on 

his 1906 expedition to the East African Protectorate, as an early example, followed by Kurt 

Hassert and Franz Thorbecke in 1907, who filmed their work in German Cameroon (p.4).  

 

Film historian Tom Gunning stated that the invention of the motion picture was part of ‘a 

broader attempt to recreate and capture the sensual world in several dimensions’ (Gunning 

2001:14-31 cited in Fuhrmann 2007:4). Until that time, the language of ‘scientific thought’ had 

been dominated by the printed and spoken word (Ruby 1975:104). Film employed 

experimentally alongside photography and drawing by members of the Frobenius expedition 

into southern Africa was consistent with film being the medium du jour of Germany’s 

ethnographers at the time. Fuhrmann states that collaborations between ethnographers and 

motion picture companies were commonplace, with mutual benefits being bestowed on both 

parties. The research party would be supplied with expensive technical gear such as cameras 

and film stock, and the film company in turn would shine in the reflected glory of the 

ethnographer’s academic reputation. While I did not find mention of any such arrangement 

with regard to filming equipment, senior researcher at the Frobenius Institute, Richard Kuba, 
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The critique that emerged from within particular sectors of German society between 1900 and 

1930 of what was termed ‘Schundfilme’ (translated as ‘trash films’, the name for popular 

entertainment movies being produced at the time) (Fuhrmann 2007:5) prompted a reaction. 

Support began to grow for non-fiction, educational films that were believed to uphold the 

moral and ethical fabric of society, thought to be rapidly deteriorating. The public responded 

enthusiastically to exciting new films about remote and exotic parts of the world, and the 

production companies in turn enjoyed the public perception of them as pioneering and 

educational (p.5).  
 

 explores what he calls ‘the complex but obscured relationships between 

anthropology, adventure travel and the cinematic imagination’ in the decade from 1920 to 

1930, and theorizes that many of the ‘myths’ created by early ethnographic films still exist 

The interwar period engendered a host of encounters by ethnographic 

teams and indigenous people, problematic in their attempts to nostalgically replicate ‘first 

contact’ or to reinvent various cultural performances (p.1). Scenes were created and arranged 

in various ways, presented as anthropological expeditions tied to museum support, funded (or 

self-funded) films documenting these ‘epic’ journeys, or films that captured what was already 

an emerging touristically appealing version of a culture, documenting popular scenes that 

would be performed for travellers (p.1). 

 

Elaborating on the previously stated observation that ethnographic film, while initially popular, 

declined for a period of time after each world war, MacDougall claims that during the 

twentieth century the medium became ‘a sideline of anthropology, practiced more by amateurs, 

adventurers, missionaries […] and travel lecturers than by anthropologists’ (2009:57). This 

statement is interesting to note in light of Frobenius’s use of film on his expedition and 

considering his own often contested reputation in academic circles. The term ‘salvage 
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describes Frobenius as ‘[a]n exceptionally gifted PR talent’ (Kuba 2018:110) who arranged the 
latest technological equipment for his expedition’s photographic needs, from sponsors 
including ‘companies such as Goerz, Anschütz, Zeiss, Leitz and Agfa’ (p.118). All these 
companies were also involved in film technology, so it is safe to assume he would have made 
similar arrangements for his filming needs (Ruoff 2006:69; Zeiss.com; Leitz-Cine.com; Mees, 
1967:125).

  

Fuhrmann

today (Fuhrmann 2013:1).



	

	

ethnography’ was coined out of this tradition of ‘explorer-as-documentarist’, an apt description 

for the desire to capture on film cultures and traditions that were believed to be quickly 

disappearing in the face of modernity (Barnouw 1993:28-50). Frobenius subscribed to this 

outlook, and as a ‘rescue archaeologist’, he saw it as his purpose and calling to gather as much 

data as possible on ‘old Africa’ (Kuba 2018:111) before its inevitable extinction. It is 

interesting here to turn to other scientific films of the same era shot in Africa to explore points 

of comparison for the footage, including particular representational conventions in use. In 

terms of the Frobenius footage, several conventions are noticeable and some, to me, are not. I 

explore the ways in which the footage may subscribe to, or differ from, these colonial norms in 

this chapter and the next.  

 

2.1.4a  The ‘epic journey’: 
 

The film Cape to Cairo (1930) is what Aboubakar Sanogo, a leading scholar on African 

cinema, terms ‘an epic documentary’, a filmic means of ‘possessing the continent through 

travel’ (2009:183). Cape to Cairo features Cecil John Rhodes, an iconic imperialist figure, on 

an ambitious south to north journey across the continent of Africa portrayed as ‘a narrative of 

conquest’ (p.184). Sanogo discusses the construction of this ‘epic’ quality through the explorer 

(in this case, Rhodes) overcoming massive obstacles, a feat that is ‘part of the colonial 

narrative of Africa’ (p.183). In the footage I am studying, a substantial portion of screen time 

is given to the filming of dramatic moments in the journey, as outlined in Chapter 1. The 

team’s journey by boat, truck, car and on foot is captured with purpose and care, and the 

camera is often set up ahead of the vehicle or walking party, so as to capture people and events 

framed in the vastness of the landscape. This kind of scene features prominently in Burgen, 

placing it in the ‘epic’ category of film that Sanogo speaks of. 

 

2.1.4b  The depiction of the African body: 
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Another common trope within colonial ethnographic film is the depiction of the African body 
as a site of interest and, often, fetishization. In Baignade de nègres (1896), produced by 
French film pioneers, brothers Auguste and Louis Lumière, Sanogo points to the contrasting 
dress of those on camera, with the Europeans in suits on the one hand, and on the other, the 
Africans semi-naked from the waist up, a visual representation of the notion of ‘progress’
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Figure: xliv: Scene from Toilette d’un négrillon I (Lumière A & Lumière L, 1905). 
Photo source: Le Grimh. 2019

versus ‘nakedness as nature’ (p.67). In another film, Toilette d’un négrillon I (1887), also by the 
Lumière brothers, there is a scene devoted to the intimate everyday subject of a mother bathing her 
baby, which Sanogo considers in relation to a conventional focus on the female African body (a 
screen shot from the movie is seen in Figure xliv). It is interesting to note that this film was shot at 
an exhibition in Lyon of Ashanti people (Konkobo 2008:109) performing as if in a village (this 
convention of displaying live people at exhibitions was, as mentioned earlier, gradually replaced by 
films). In the film the camera is positioned ‘low and close’, capturing an intimate scene, which 
Konkobo suggests was interesting to colonial audiences because there was an inherent notion that 
an African baby was somehow different from a European baby (p.67). A woman to the left of the 
scene is captured breastfeeding (an activity that is also captured in Minh-ha’s Reassemblage and 
explored further in Chapter 3).

The Frobenius footage, while capturing many scenes of people, with a particular focus on the
‘Barotse’ community in various types of dress, seems to focus predominately on capturing 
material culture in action, with the body as a means of demonstration. In scenes of this nature, 
for example, of women and children grinding grain (Figure xlv), heads were frequently either 
cropped out of the frame on a close shot, or, in wider scenes, figures were shot from behind, as 
the desire to record the activity apparently superseded the faces of the people in the shot. The 
Frobenius team seemed to be less focused on the individual people and more on the use of 
particular objects of material culture, and the practice of everyday activities, often



	

	

characterized by rhythmic, repetitive movements. There are many examples of this, such as 

footage of the rowing of boats and the camera capturing the process of making clay pinch pots.  
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Figure xlv: Women and children grinding grain using mortars and pestles 
(Folder B, Video 6, In: 01’16”).

Scenes like these from the footage capture examples of the use of material culture in the 
context of daily life. In Chapter 3, I take a close study of a particular scene in the footage in 
terms of the depiction of the African body as a means of demonstrating material culture. Other 
common tropes encapsulated in films about Africa were (and arguably still are) reflective of 
particular kinds of embodied practices such as ‘dance, music and war’ (Sanogo 2009:57). 
Sanogo goes as far as to say, ‘the African body is the dancing body’ (2017: pers. comm.). In 
the Frobenius footage, dancing, music and ritual are extensively covered, including many 
scenes with dancers dressed in elaborate costume (a shot from one such scene is seen in Figure 
xlvi, as well as a group scene depicting women and girls dancing in Figure xlvii).
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Figure xlvi: Dancers in costume (Folder B, Video 7, In: 01’19”).

Figure xlvii Female dancers (Folder B, Video 7, In: 02’23”).



	

	

 

2.1.5 Shifts in observational modes and the quest to capture the ‘primitive’: 
 

  

 

    

  

    

 

 

 

 

 
          

 

Oksiloff speaks to the establishment of a general observational mode that characterized early 

visual anthropology: 

 

When anthropologists decided to haul heavy movie equipment and fragile nitrate film into 
the field, they did so in the name of scientific progress. While early modern 
anthropologists […] promoted the use of the camera as an indispensable tool, film was, in 
fact, much more than that. It was the ultimate realization of an observational mode that 
began to dominate ethnographic inquiry in the nineteenth century.  
 
(Oksiloff 2001:3) 
 

Oksiloff describes the relationship between the development of anthropology as a discipline 

and the dawn of the film industry as inextricably intertwined, noting that film theorists and 
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Figure xlviii: Scenes depicting the research team (Folder B, Video 6).

Another interesting feature of the footage is the repeated appearance of the research team on 
camera (Figure xlviii shows two such examples). In these scenes, members of the research 
team are documenting the processes of recording, capturing themselves going about the 
business of anthropological study, or engaged in mundane everyday activities like washing or
eating. Whether this was to chronicle their methods or for other purposes is speculative, but 
this may be an overlap with the representation of fieldwork as an epic adventure. What these 
scenes seem to suggest, however, is a willingness to depict themselves in the field and at work, 
tied to a certain awareness of their own positionality, a theme I explore more fully in Chapter 3 
with insights drawn from the comparison with Minh-ha’s film.



	

	

anthropologists alike have recorded the ‘simultaneous rise of cinema and the body as object of 

observation’ (2001:1), echoing Sanogo when he spoke of the camera as a means of recording 

and possessing Africa and its inhabitants (2009:183). Oksiloff quotes MacDougall, who 

perceived the ‘invention of the cinema as, in large part, a response to the desire to observe the 

physical behavior of men and animals’ (Oksiloff 2001:1 citing MacDougall 1975:109-123), 

and Linda Williams, who noted the ‘visible intensification of the body’ that developed with the 

emerging cinema industry (Oksiloff 2001:1 citing Williams 1986:508). This speaks to the 

parallel development of both the medium of film (and its growing popularity) and a broader 

shift in terms of conventions of observation.  

 

Oksiloff asserts that the belief at the time was that the camera promised a true and unbiased 

view of the world (and consequently the human body), one that was direct, unimpeded and 

objective. While she acknowledges recent scholarly criticism of this belief (critique that I 

explore further on in this chapter), she is more interested in the ‘myth of primitive cinema as a 

particular ideal of observation that coincides with that of the ethnographic fixation upon the 

primitive body’ (2001:4). She asserts that this new ‘observational mode’, influenced by the 

camera, helped shape an alternative way of seeing, facilitating the sighting of the human body 

at what was then considered to be its most ‘primitive’ state, through an idea of ‘direct 

unmediated visual access to the native body’ (2001:4).  

 

Jonathan Crary also explores the shift in the gaze that began to develop at the end of the 

nineteenth century, pointing to the invention of photography after 1839 and the development of 

modernist painting from 1880 as both symptoms and effects of the change. He calls it ‘a 

transformation in the nature of visuality more profound than the break that separates medieval 

imagery from Renaissance perspective’ (1990:5). The ‘history of vision’ is not, as could be 

expected, entirely reliant on the history of visual representational practices or perception, but 

instead, Crary considers ‘the observer’ as its pivotal influence (p.5). MacDougall suggests that 

a cinematic way of perceiving the world had already begun to develop before the advent of 

film. MacDougall asserts that a concept he terms ‘the cinematic imagination’ developed in 

anthropology predating the advent of cinema, prompted by nineteenth-century literature and 

photography, as well as inventions such as the stereograph, which enabled three-dimensional 

vision of a two-dimensional photograph (MacDougall 2009:55).  
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Oksiloff traces the relationship between the loss of the colonies after World War I, and the 

resultant national defeatist mood, to an increased furor in recording and studying ‘primitive 

man’ as a means of capturing what was considered a universal unifier, a common ancestry, 

present among communities that still walked the earth. She asserts that the Bushmen of South 

and then-South West Africa (today Namibia) and the natives of New Guinea were some of the 

‘races’ considered ‘closest’ in development to early humans, ‘pure’ specimens that were of 

greater value to study than bones found under the earth (p.6). Of course, the camera played a 

major role in this, believed as it was to be an apparatus that could capture images (bodies) 

‘truthfully’, unfettered by influence, a truly ‘pure’ observational medium. 

  

Oksiloff believes that in Germany – ‘a country traumatized by defeat’ after World War 1 – the 

camera may actually have ‘compensated by ostensibly retrieving and preserving physical truth, 

in this case, in the form of (universal) man’s ostensible beginnings’ (p.6), ideas that seem to 

resonate with Frobenius’ work. The link that Oksiloff draws between the term ‘primitive’ in 

both film and anthropology in the late nineteenth, early twentieth century, with ‘primitive 

cinema’ being used as a common term for pre-narrative films, points to ‘overlapping epistemes 

that have sustained both fields’, visible where particular ‘models of perception and 

																																																								
	Oksiloff’s use of the term ‘primitive’ is derived from, among others, Johannes Fabian’s definition of the word as ‘a 

category, not an object, of Western thought’ (Oksiloff 2001:3 citing Fabian 1983:18). Fabian discusses, in his book Time and 
the Other: How Anthropology Makes its Object (1983), how anthropologists deem themselves living in the present, and ‘the 
Other’ as living in the past, a separate temporal category. 
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Oksiloff describes early ethnographic films, such as Haddon’s famous 1898 field films of the 
Torres Straits, and Baldwin Spencer ’s film shot in central Australia a few years later (2001:2), 
as expressions of several emergent genres. These genres overlap with each other which can also 
be seen in Burgen, and include ‘the science or research film; the ethnographic documentary; 
and the exotic adventure tale’, all of which shared a common subject, the ‘primitive’10  or

‘exotic’ body (p.2). As previously stated, one of the consequences of this new observational 
mode was the enthusiastic adoption of the film camera in scientific circles, which found its full 
realization in the twentieth century, and enthusiastically, in the German tradition. Oksiloff 
claims that although the ethnographic films coming out of Germany were not shaping the genre 
in any particularly unique way, these films did possess an intense ‘quest for the primitive as a 
visual object of truth’ (2001:4), and that German anthropology was arguably more invested in 
films than other anthropological traditions (p.4).



	

	

communication’ converge between film and the ‘ethnographic primitive body’ (p.4). She ties 

the understanding at the time of the development of society/culture as unfolding according to a 

framework of evolutionary or biological stages, from childhood to adulthood, primitive to 

modern (an idea according to which some societies would then be seen to be less developed), 

to the progress made in a technological domain, with the notion of a linear kind of progress 

underpinning both.   

 

2.1.5a  Frobenius’s methodology of ‘kinematography’: 
 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

As one of the only contemporary researchers to write about Frobenius’ relationship to film, 

against the context of German anthropology and its relation to cinema, Oksiloff is a key source 

in my research. Her 2001 book, Picturing the Primitive, Visual Culture, Ethnography and 

																																																								
	Oksiloff’s use of this form starting with ‘k’ might appear to be a Germanization, but the camera was called a 

‘kinematograph’ in English at the time (used interchangeably with ‘cinematograph’), corresponding to the German 
kinematograf. English usage later evolved towards a preference for forms starting with ‘c’ (OED Online. Oxford University 
Press, 2019). This technical word thus functions as a conceptual category in Oksiloff’s analysis.	
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While few German expeditions set forth without a camera in their arsenal of scientific 
recording devices, Oksiloff singles out Frobenius as having adopted a technical term derived 
from these practices in his development of an anthropological ‘theory’, which relied on a
‘kinematographic’11 methodology for the study of culture. This approach can essentially be 
said to be constructed around the concept of ‘kinematography’, which describes a new way of 
seeing, inspired by a technological invention that accompanied a major shift in the practice of 
viewing and observation, referred to, by Oksiloff, as a ‘visual revolution’ (p.4). Frobenius 
deliberately chose to employ film on the ninth expedition, no doubt incurring significant cost

(possibly in spite of any sponsorship), and introducing challenges to logistical arrangements, 
harnessing this new innovation as an additional and supplementary research tool, extending 
and complicating the expedition’s anthropological mode of seeing and recording the world. 
Although in some fundamental ways Frobenius may not have done much in his time to disrupt 
the norms of collecting and taxonomy (Oksiloff 2001:100), a focus on visuality is a distinctive 
trait of his published works and of his archive, challenging the established textual bias in 
traditional anthropological work. As part of his data gathering, he focused extensively on 
visual documentation, with drawings, watercolours and thousands of photographs being 
captured en route by members of his traveling party, documents which are now archived and 
housed at the Frobenius Institute in Frankfurt, Germany.



	

	

Early German Cinema, is a text I turn to throughout my work, particularly for her revisiting of 

Frobenius’ method of ‘kinematography’ (Oksiloff 2001:100). I explore this in more detail later 

in this chapter, as well as the German ethnographic film tradition within which Frobenius 

seems to have occupied a marginal but significant place. In the introduction to the series of 

eight volumes that make up the Atlas Africanus (1922-33), Frobenius describes his unique 

methodology for perceiving culture, which was a noticeable departure from the accepted 

theories of the time, and echoed the new medium that was captivating imaginations in the early 

twentieth century (p.100). Oksiloff uses the term ‘kino-vision’ (p.99) as a descriptor for 

Frobenius’ theory for perceiving culture. 

 

Frobenius described his theory thus:  

 

 

  
 

 
 
(Frobenius 1929:6 quoted in Oksiloff 2001:100)  

 

For Frobenius, the kinematographic ‘represented a vibrant visual realm, turning one’s gaze 

away from the static field of artifacts and toward a screen displaying “the full riches of life”’ 

(Oksiloff 2001:101). Leopold Senghor, in his foreword to Leo Frobenius 1873-1973: An 

Anthology (1973:6), described ‘kinematography’ as ‘the faculty of being moved by the essence 

of phenomena’ (emphasis in original). Although Frobenius developed this theory at a time 

when audiences were discovering and becoming fascinated by the ‘kinetic’ properties of 

cinema, and borrowed a term for this method from the technical realm of filmmaking, 

‘kinematography’ was not necessarily an endorsement of the literal use of film among his 

visual collecting methods (Oksiloff 2001:100). Oksiloff claims that Frobenius was sceptical of 

modern machinery and technical innovation, and his method of ‘kinematography’ actually 

pointed to something ‘unhampered by lenses, cameras, or any type of mechanical mediating 

devices’ (p.104). And yet, in a seemingly contradictory assertion, she suggests he may have 

believed that film possessed the potential to capture a quality aligned to his new 

																																																								
	The original German quote comes from Atlas Africanus (1929:9), an excerpt of which was translated into 

English (by Patricia Crampton) and published in the book Leo Frobenius 1873-1973: An Anthology (Haberland 
1973:6).	
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The kinematographic representation of a group of cultural forms ideally aims at 
summarizing all the essential characteristics of a culture. It is not a particular figure, nor 
any particular cultural relations, but a general relevance, in other words the full riches of 
life, which can intimate the meaning of the whole as an integral fabric to the reality of the 
human imagination, which is statically restricted by logic and Abstraction.12



	

	

 

 

    

   

     

   

  

 

 

Oksiloff does not make reference to any films that might have been produced by Frobenius, 

and makes only a passing mention of the existence of ‘some stock footage’ (p.100) produced 

on his expeditions. However, it is of relevance to my project that the publishing of his ‘theory 

of culture’ coincided temporally with one of Frobenius’ expeditions that produced footage. It 

was probably written before he embarked on the expedition, seeing as the published outputs 

from the expedition were published with a slight delay (such as Madsimu Dsangara. 

Südafrikanische Felsbilderchronik  and Erythräa. Lander und Zeiten des heiligen 

Königsmordes in 1931, and Kulturgeschichte Afrikas; Prolegomena zu einer historischen 

Gestaltlehre in 1933). Further, Frobenius put forward this method of ‘kinematography’ in 1929 

when his career was also arguably at its peak (he died relatively young in 1938).  

 

 

  

   

																																																								
 I have attempted to contact Oksiloff for clarity on these matters but have not yet been successful. 

Lasting a year and eight months from 1928 to 1930, the expedition of the southern African 
research party initially comprised nine members who split up into various smaller teams and 
struck out on different routes. The team that headed north, into the then northern Transvaal 
towards Southern Rhodesia and into Northern Rhodesia (where most of the footage appears to 
have been captured), comprised Frobenius as well as Adolf Jensen, Joachim Lutz, Albert 
Seekirchner, Agnus Schulz and Heinz Wieschhoff (Wintjes 2017:39).
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‘kinematographic’ means of observation. She justifies her position by stating that this notion of 
‘kinematography’ has a tendency to shift and change depending on the way in which it is used, 
taking on ‘differing, at times contradictory, identities according to the particular context’ in
which it is applied (p.101). In my view, the definition of the term is not entirely clear, and I
take a cue from Oksiloff ’s revisiting of Frobenius’ ideas in this regard. She uses the term
‘kino-vision’ in her writings on the topic, and while it is not clear whether it was she or
Frobenius who coined the term, I suspect it was she.13Although I have consulted the original 
text in German, I have been unable to find the term ‘kino-vision’. Oksiloff would also have
had easier access to these texts because she speaks German. ‘Kino-vision’ is used in my study 
and in Oksiloff ’s work as a term for a concept that blurs theory and method, as well as culture 
with representations of culture. It denotes both a theoretical framework constructed around the 
concept of culture as ‘kinetic’, linked to a method, which is ‘kinematography’.



	

	

  2.1.5b     Adolf Ellegard Jensen: 

 

While I have not found much information related directly to who was involved in collecting 

the footage, Jensen is credited as the cameraman on Burgen, which indicates that he was at 

least one of the camera operators capturing the footage. It is possible he was the only team 

member who acted as cameraman on the expedition; however, he may have had an assistant. 

Adolf Ellegard Jensen (b.1899 d.1965) was a student of Frobenius’, working under his 

supervision and eventually taking over as the director of the Frobenius Institute from 1946 to 

1965), following the death of Frobenius in 1938 (Frobenius Institute, 2018). Jensen 

participated in other expeditions under Frobenius, including those in Libya, Ethiopia, the 

Maluku Islands and New Guinea, and, in his role as director of the Institute, organized ten 

expeditions to Central and South America, India, Oceania and Africa. He was well published 

on topics of mythology and religion and is considered a key anthropologist of his time in 

Germany (Wintjes 2017:40).  
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It is not known to what extent Frobenius was involved in directing the filming nor whether 
Jensen acted as both cameraman and director, selecting what scenes to record as well as 
operating the camera, or if the process was more collaborative. It is possible that the filming 
was primarily Jensen’s project, given the alignment between his research interests and the 
Barotse focus in the footage (Jensen 1931-32). There is also a possibility that the film camera 
travelled with Jensen, as he features regularly in the footage. Gaining further insight into this 
might be possible through close examination of the many field notebooks, correspondence 
and other documents housed at the Institute, but this is a long and laborious task requiring 
knowledge of German, and falls beyond the scope of my study. There is also a yearning to go 
deeper with this reseach into Jensen’s biography, but there are varous constraints, not least 
that I don’t speak German. It is possible that ideas linked to the notion of ‘kinematography’ as 
formulated by Frobenius would have in some way informed the collecting and gathering of 
information by the various expedition members on the trip, including the shooting of the

footage, and the choices made in terms of what and how footage was shot. We know for 
example that a film camera was present on later expeditions too, as the Institute has confirmed 
the existence of other footage filmed on the Sahara expedition in 1934, and the Ethiopian 
expedition in 1934-35 (Kuba 2018: pers. comm.), an expedition that Jensen was on and 
Frobenius wasn’t. A segment of the Ethiopian materials ended up entangled with the southern 
African ones, as my analysis of the footage has revealed. As Frobenius and those working 
under him were also known to have attributed importance to



	

	

    

 

 

 
 2.1.5c     Oksiloff’s revisiting of ‘kinematography’: 

 

The archetypal notion of the archive has typically been text-based, exiling objects of material 

culture to ‘ethnographic collections and art galleries’ (Hamilton & Leibhammer 2016:13). I 

explore contemporary approaches to the archive that engage with the pictorial record as archival 

source, investigating the visual and material nature of the archive as a whole, as well as the 

specific qualities of film footage. Moving images hint at a wider scope beyond the frame, at 

subtleties of body language, movement, and the social interactions involved in making the film 

as a necessarily multi-authored product of collaboration. The subjects filmed are without doubt 

aware of the camera, and there are also factors to be considered in the relationship between the 

film’s subjects and those behind the camera, all of whom are essentially engaged in a ‘co-

production’ of sorts – although obviously the nature of this co-production and the politics of 

representation enacted through it, in a colonial anthropological context, need to be interrogated. 

 

Oksiloff writes that ‘in the African model described by Frobenius, gesture, intonation and 

emotion are more important than text’ (Oksiloff 2001:113), referring to an episode of recording 

and teaching of stories in the context of his work among the Luba people of the Congo. All of 

these are qualities that moving images might be able to capture with more success than written 

notes or even still photographs, even though the ninth expedition films were silent. Oksiloff 

references a volume from Atlas Africanus (1929) as well as Atlantis (1931) as containing 

examples of ‘kino-vision’. Atlas (an unfinished cartographic study of Africa in several volumes) 

and Atlantis (a compilation of folk tales), are both, she claims, ‘fundamentally hybrid forms’, 

combining various elements, such as, in the case of the maps, ‘statistics, written commentary 

and graphics’, and in the case of the folk tales, ‘oral presentations, rooted in specific practices, 

rites and histories’ (2001:108). She notes that in both Atlas and Atlantis, ‘the kinematographic 

emerges as a pictorial element that exists within media that are also fundamentally graphic in 

nature’ (p.104). 

 

 Oksiloff further paraphrases Frobenius’ position by saying:
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visual documentation in general, it is likely that they saw the value of capturing moving
images, and could see the potential of film as a research tool. I explore this possibility, as 
well as Frobenius’ other preferences in terms of visual recording mediums, further on.



	

	

 

[w]hile the natural sciences are based upon the isolation of facts, dividing the objects into 
discrete parts and separating them from their original contexts, the kinematographic 
approach to culture is one in which any given object is meaningful in relation to a shifting 
constellation of other objects and cultural elements. 
 
(Oksiloff 2001:103) 

 

This statement reflects Frobenius’ rejection of the standard principles of the time upon which 

museums were founded, with their rigid approach to documenting culture through a focus on 

material objects and textual records (Oksiloff 2001:101). The model of ‘kino-vision’ was 

arguably a departure from this accepted thinking of the day in terms of collecting and 

taxonomy, which was traditionally founded on logical principles of order, collecting, 

categorizing and labeling. It was a new way for the ethnographer to ‘see’, harnessing the 

power of movement and acknowledging the living and lived context of culture and cultural 

materials. As Oksiloff explains, ‘[s]ubjective emotion, according to this model, becomes 

coupled to objects in motion’, and the kinematographic method ‘represents a dream of 

unlocking the “meaning of the whole”’ (2001:100). She perceives the work done by Frobenius 

to be ‘a particularly rich source of analysis’ (p.101), bridging ethnographic conventions with 

the new mode of observation outlined previously, providing a useful connector between these 

two areas of study in her work.  

 

There is an irony to this in that this separation of objects from one another and classification of 

objects in terms of bounded categories and textual labels, according to traditional archival 

logic, is ultimately exactly what happened to the materials collected on Frobenius’ expeditions. 

The recent re-discovery of the footage in the context of an on-going process of digitization and 

reconfiguration of the archive therefore presents the opportunity to explore ways of relating it 

back to the greater archive, otherwise made primarily of ‘still’ images. This could be extended 

to an exploration of the archive, and the world reflected within it, as a shifting constellation in 

the kinematographic sense envisaged by Frobenius.  

The concept of kino-vision adds a new dimension to the moments of connection in the archive, 

as the ‘kinetic’ approach to understanding culture asserts that a deeper meaning can be reached 

when an object is approached in context. Other uses of the notion could be employed in, for 

example, a deeper study of the connections between the written texts and the footage, as 

Frobenius was prolific in keeping journals as he travelled; a closer examination of these could 
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enhance our understanding of the work done on the expedition, or route taken, or even the 

expedition team’s interactions with the people they met.   

Oksiloff suggests that these ideas may continue to have some valence, when she points to the 

‘kinematographic’ as ‘a departure from an orthodox empiricism’ (2001:101) that aimed to 

facilitate an ‘organically integral’ understanding of culture, as opposed to one divided into 

rational, separate elements (p.101). As previously iterated, she employs these ideas of 

Frobenius as a useful prompt in her own study, as a ‘conceptual bridge’ (p.101) to link the 

areas of ethnographic film making and ‘theories of perception’ (p.101). I too find his ideas a 

useful prompt in my study, using them to open up an analysis of the footage as well as some of 

the connections with the greater archive.  

    

 

 

 

  

     

 

 2.1.5d     Frobenius’ attitude towards visuality and technology: 

 

To reiterate, when Oksiloff makes her passing reference to ‘some stock footage’ arising from 

Frobenius’ expeditions that exist in the archive, she makes it clear that a literal endorsement of 

film was not what Frobenius was alluding to with his kinetic view of culture, saying it was ‘not 

his primary interest’ (2001:100). There is no evidence I could find to show what Frobenius 

thought of film as a recording medium, and what he considered its value as a visual source of 

data to be, as we know he held critical views about photography (Kuba 2018:115). Oksiloff 

makes mention of his position on photography, a medium he employed extensively in his 

fieldwork. She points out that he thought it was useful, but he was also aware of its limitations, 

and felt that, for example, for the purposes of copying rock art, manual artistic rendering was 

better. This implies a critical position in relation to image-making technology and an 
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My aim here is not, however, a fully developed revisiting of Frobenius’ idea of
kinematography. I have access only to Oksiloff’s brief revisiting of Frobenius’ ideas around
kinematography, and to properly revisit Frobenius’ use of cinema as a metaphor for ‘culture’, 
or representations thereof, and the links between this metaphor and his actual use of film
technology, would entail a different sort of project. I do think that a deep examination of these 
questions would make an interesting study, which would deal with histories of anthropological 
theory and interpretation, and my project could possibly point the way for further research. 
Here I employ it as a useful prompt with which to examine aspects of the actual use of the 
medium of film by the Frobenius expedition, something neither Frobenius nor Oksiloff (nor 
anyone else for that matter) appear to have done.



	

	

awareness of the specificities and advantages of each medium, as well as where it fell short in 

visual capturing or recording. Frobenius explained his preference for painted or hand-drawn 

copies of rock art over photographs, explaining how the irregularities of rock surface, lighting 

and erosion create challenges that a camera cannot adequately handle, ‘(f)or a lens cannot 

differentiate between that which is essential and that which is not’ (Frobenius 1937:18). 

Richard Kuba quotes Frobenius as saying ‘a drawing that comes to life little by little, in many 

cases captures more of the “essence” than a mechanical photograph’, which is in reality 

‘endlessly deceptive’ (Frobenius 1936:12 translated by Kuba in Kuba 2018:115-116). This 

reasoning, the belief in the superiority of the human eye and hand (and human reason) over 

technology in some contexts, demonstrates that he was attuned to the particular visual 

properties of different mediums. His preferences did not simply amount to an aversion to 

technology outright, nor an adoption of it for the sake of embracing the latest developments. It 

can only be speculated that he was to some extent aware of and interested in exploring the 

specific kinetic properties of film, as one of a range of image-making tools available, as well as 

the potential it had to create a shift in observational practices at work in anthropology.  

 

2.1.5e     Moments of intersection and ‘kino-vision’: 

It may be a relatively unique feature of the Frobenius archive that it contains such a range of 

materials that record these exchanges simultaneously from different angles in different media 

(photography, film, field-notes etc.), opening up a more detailed view into the anthropological 

process than would be possible through photographs or notes alone. Seeing as a clear objective 

of the footage production was for data collection, with the camera serving as a visual 

documentation tool, many instances of the same subject matter are also captured in the 

photographic collection.  

   

    

  

 

Dewey, together with his team, undertook fieldwork and engaged with blacksmiths as part of 
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One such example is a scene in Video 6, which demonstrates a process of iron ore smelting. 
The men being filmed are most likely the Njanja iron producers (Wintjes 2018 pers. comm.), 
who demonstrate the process of melting iron ore in the furnace (Figure xlix). This scene 
makes an appearance in Burgen. The Njanja identification is circumstantial in terms of the 
time and space context, and the recognizable furnaces, in the shape of a female torso, with 
pregnant belly and breasts, are identifiable in a reconstruction done in 1988 by William J. 
Dewey and iron smelters from the Njanja subgroup in Chief Ranga’s village, Zimbabwe.



	

	

    

 

 
 

   
       

 

 
        

            
 

 

 

Njanja iron production in the early twentieth century was sophisticated and specialized, 

bestowing economic wealth on ‘master smelters’ (Chirikure 2006:142), and by the time of the 

filming by Frobenius and his team, these smelters were already relatively well known. Early 

missionaries, impressed with what they saw, had given their industry the name ‘the 
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Figure xlix: Screen grabs of a scene documenting Njanja iron ore smelting in a furnace 
(Folder B, Video 6, In: 02’19” Out: 02’50”)

research towards an exhibition on African blacksmithing (Thomas 2017), seen in Figure l.

Figure l: Iron-smelting reconstruction among the Njanja subgroup of the 
Shona people of Zimbabwe. 1988. Copyright: William J. Dewey.



	

	

Wolverhampton of Mashonaland’ (p.142), a reference to England’s thriving centre of coal and 

iron production during the Industrial revolution.  
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Many similar scenes exist in the footage, which track the process of either making or preparing 
something, such as men unraveling a fishing net and then setting it up in a river, women and 
children using large pestles and mortars, and an elderly man engaged with clay pottery work
(Figure li).

Figure li: Screen grabs from a scene capturing pottery work (Folder B, Video 8, In 00’00”).

As mentioned in Chapter 1, some of the scenes in the footage feel partly unplanned or even
random, possibly explained by the fact that the practice of filming on ethnographic expeditions 
was still relatively new, and that it may have been the first time Frobenius and Jensen had 
taken a film camera with them on an expedition. Often the camera lingers on a scene, for
example, on a group of children, capturing them talking, walking, staring into the camera and 
then wandering out of the frame, with no discernible or obvious objective to filming the scene. 
Another example of this is a wide shot of a village scene that shows a car being driven at speed 
into the frame, dispersing the crowd (Figure lii). This is confusing as it is not clear what is 
happening. Given that the scene is filmed from a high vantage point, it is possible that 
Frobenius and/or Jensen wanted, in part, to capture this advantageous view of the village, but 
in this case, it is remains unclear what role the vehicle is playing. Other scenes captured
‘down-time’ on the journey, for example, the research team at leisure at their base camp at 
Villa Francina in Pretoria, where they would rest between trips into the field.



	

	

 

       

 

These scenes, together with the already-mentioned footage of the research team, and the 

documentation of aspects of their ‘epic’ journey, lead me to reiterate that I do not believe that 

the footage in its time had one clear intended meaning, or that it was collected with a set or 

single objective in mind. 

 
As referred to in Chapter 1, moments of intersection help to connect the footage with other 

elements of the Frobenius archive and potentially other archives as well. They aid in extending 

the identification and understanding of what is captured on film, because of the additional 

information accessible through these other materials, but also shed light onto how they may 

have used film and photography differently, in ways that overlap but also diverge.  

 
2.2 Burgen im Afrikanischen Busch: 

 
 

Burgen itself plays an interesting role in this study, being produced two years after the ninth 

expedition ended, therefore being a temporally close derivative. The film has been edited to 

suit a general, non-scientific audience, telling a condensed version of a particular leg of the 

ninth expedition, comprising scene selections of the adventurous moments captured on the 

journey, and being just over 12 minutes in duration. The film follows a script that has been 

written and narrated to tell the ‘story’ of the ninth expedition in a dramatized way. The 
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Figure lii: Screen grab of car driving through crowd (Folder A, Video 4, In: 00’25”).



	

	

synopsis of the movie taken from the Murnau Stiftung website (the Institute I received the full 

film from) describes the film in its own terms (it is not a critical re-reading of it): 

 

The camera accompanies an expedition in search of a lost culture; various princes, places 
and events on the way to the castles south of Lealui are shown. In the local graves you will 
find grave goods and rock paintings. Taken on an expedition of the Research Institute for 
Cultural Morphology at Frankfurt am Main. 
 
(Murnau Stiftung, 2018, translated from German) 

 

The movie profiles scenes that fit this narrative of the ‘exotic journey’, showcasing modes of 

transport taken, the ‘Barotse’ community including several royal elders and performances of 

dance and music, as well as views of ruins of historical importance, as some of the key 

moments. In summary, it tells the story of the research team’s journey from the northern 

Transvaal to the ‘land of the Barotse’ in Northern Rhodesia, where they meet the Queen, 

documenting various aspects of life as they travel, returning south to Southern Rhodesia where 

they visit the ruins of Great Zimbabwe (Appendix 3: Voice-over translation). 
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The short duration of the film design required the selection of only a few appropriate scenes in 
order to construct a story of an epic journey. More than a minute of footage features dancing 
and musicians, and more than three minutes (nearly a quarter of the duration of the movie) 
features the ruins of Great Zimbabwe, which was still, in the minds of many, proof of some 
kind of ancient exotic, even European, cultural implantation on African soil. As subjects such 
as dance and ruins with a royal and exotic heritage held great interest to Westerners, the film 
played to various stereotyped views of Africa that were in circulation at the time. One scene in 
particular seems to have been more overtly staged than others, in which a decorated barge is 
rowed down river (the Zambezi, as the preceding intertitle graphic indicates) by men in 
elaborate headdresses (Figure liii). The perfect placement of the camera to capture the barge 
as it rows through the shot, centrally framed, feels rehearsed and constructed, but as to what 
degree I can only speculate.
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             Figure liii: Screen shots of barge (Folder B, Video 6 In: 00’04” Out: 00’15”).

                 
                   
    

Figure liv: The ‘Barotse’ Royal Barge, 1959. Copyright: Peter Fraenkel. URL: PeterFraenkel.co.uk.

The same barge is identifiable in a 1959 photograph of the royal barge of the ‘Barotse’ (Figure 
liv); Figure lv shows the barge in the footage in a wider series of shots, the same decoration of 
black and white stripes visible.



	

	

 
 

  

 

 

 

    

flooded lowlands, using this distinctive black and white striped barge (BBC News Online 

2018a). 

 

 

 
   

      

 

The emergent movie industry within which the genre of travel film was gaining popularity in 

the 1930s is in part explained by the unique ability that film has to evoke a sense of immediacy 

and vibrancy, helping to connect audiences to far-off places. Even watching the Frobenius 

footage nearly 90 years later, in grainy, low quality black and white images, these qualities are 

still present. Christian Metz describes this transporting ability of film thus: ‘Film gives back to 

the dead a semblance of life, a fragile semblance but one immediately strengthened by the 

wishful thinking of the viewer’ (1985:84).  Okwui Enwezor suggests something similar when 

he describes the making of a photograph as ‘a gigantic machine of time travel […] through 

which we return to the past’ (2008:12), an idea that can be extended to film. The footage can 

                   

Image courtesy BBC News online

       leaves his summer palace aboard the royal barge.
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Figure lv: Wider shots of barge (Folder B, Video 7).

It is interesting to note that the Lozi King was still using this barge design for transportation as 
recently as 2001. Figure lvi shows Zambia’s king leaving his summer palace, at Lealui, in the

Figure lvi: Zambia’s king



	

	

similarly be regarded as a transportational medium that links a sequence of frames across 

geographies and time, pulling us as viewers into the past.  

 

The indexical nature of photographs and moving images has often meant that these kinds of 

representations were, and still often are, ‘seen as a direct and true rendering of reality as it 

existed’, as filming was occurring, which at times caused viewers to believe that ‘no further 

context’ was needed in order to be understood (Hayes et al. 2002:118). This would have also 

contributed to a perception that the photograph (or moving image) was a ‘timeless’ image 

(p.118); however more critical attitudes are reflected in Paul Henley’s observation that this 

indexical representation is ‘influenced by both subjective and cultural factors’ (1998:40) and is 

not considered a direct reproduction of reality. The belief in the timelessness of an image is 

explored by Carolyn Hamilton and Nessa Leibhammer in relation to the archive, which I 

investigate in more detail in Chapter 3. They discuss how even in modern-day South Africa, 

notions about southern Africa’s past as ‘primitive, timeless, and unchanging’ remain prevalent, 

so as to deny a changing history to those defined as ‘traditional and tribal’ (Hamilton & 

Leibhammer 2007:1). While I expand on the ideas of Hamilton and Leibhammer in the 

following chapter, I explore the notion of the archive as a living entity, and also examine how 

the footage itself, as a component of the archive, has altered in form and meaning over time. 

This process is informed by the concept of the archive as a moving, changing entity; not frozen 

for posterity but rather possessing a life of its own, as well as a history that continues to 

develop as time and research progress (Mbembe 2001:25). 

 

 2.2.1     African Royalty, myths and the colonial imagination: 
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As previously outlined, Burgen’s title can be translated as ‘Castles in the African
Bush’, a theme that was aligned with European interest at the time in the discovery of ancient 
settlements of an perceived royal nature whose origins seemed mysterious, holding fascination 
because of the colonial belief that these could not possibly have been built by Africans. Whilst 
the title is a clear reference to the ‘Barotse’ kingdom which is a special focus of the film, it 
probably also refers to the ruins of Great Zimbabwe. Panning shots of the ruins are captured, 
devoid of people, as well as scenes of an excavation team digging at Tere, another Zimbabwe- 
tradition site in Southern Rhodesia/Zimbabwe (hilltop scene and excavation scenes in Figure
lvii).



	

	

 

 

      

Great Zimbabwe at the time held a special allure for Western pre-historians as well as a wider 

audience, having already been the subject of debate and study for decades. In 1891, the English 

author and explorer J. Theodore Bent, under the sponsorship of Cecil John Rhodes, had led an 

archaeological expedition to explore the origins of the stone structures (Kuklick 2001:139). 

The published report presented the ruins as abandoned, dismissing the possibility that the 

indigenous Shona people could have built the structures, it being believed at the time that no 

African culture could create such a masterful civilization (Kuklick 2001:139). Speculating that 

their origins were Middle Eastern, Bent coined the term ‘the ancients’ when referring to this 

mythical ‘master race’, a term that became synonymous with discussions about Great 

Zimbabwe (Bent, 1896:xiv, 33, xiv, and passim, cited in Kuklick 2001:139-140). The shots of 

empty ruins in the footage also speak to the sense of abandonment, supporting the idea that the 

structures were not linked to the contemporary people on the land. 
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Other scenes in the film show a team of excavators digging. Men with wheelbarrows transport 
materials and trenches are dug on the site. These scenes are shot at Tere, identifiable through 
matching photographs in the archive, although they follow the Great Zimbabwe scenes in 
sequence in the film. Interestingly, Frobenius had applied for permission to excavate at Great
Zimbabwe, with his expedition funded by the South African government (Kuklick 2001:151), 
but he was denied a permit. Excavation rights were instead bestowed on Gertrude Caton- 
Thompson and her team. Caton-Thompson, although young (30 years old) and not formally
trained, was regarded as one of the foremost archeologists of the time (Kuklick 2001:151). The 
Southern Rhodesian government granted Caton-Thompson’s application, giving priority to the 
British (p.151). Notwithstanding being denied permission to excavate at Great Zimbabwe, the 
Frobenius team carried out excavations at a number of other Zimbabwe-tradition sites in 
addition to Tere (Figure lviii).

Figure lvii: Excavation scenes at Tere (Burgen, Video 1, In:11’24” Out:13’31”).



	

	

 

 
      

In this way, the footage acts not just as a connector to the photographic collection in the 

Frobenius Institute archive, but also potentially to other archives. Having examined from 

different angles the context surrounding the creation moment of the footage through a close 

look at several select scenes, I now turn to examine the footage from within a contemporary 

framework.  
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Figure lviii: Screenshots of scenes of excavation work at Tere (Folder B, Video 7).



	

	

Chapter 3 
 

Form and Meaning of the Present-Day Digitized Footage 
 

 

 

   

  

 

3.1  Footage as an archival medium: 
 

 

  

    

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Historically, still photographs and moving images have arguably been undervalued in 

comparison to other artefacts, most especially written texts. MacDougall posits that 

historically, the majority of anthropologists have grappled with the visual, and that ‘[v]ast 

archives of record footage remain unseen and unused’ (2006:217). What then does this mean 

for the footage, and what is the best method to approach the study of it in its current digitized 

state?  
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Upon receiving the DVDs from the Frobenius Institute, I quickly copied the files onto my
desktop, and saved them to a hard drive as a further back up in case the DVDs got damaged or 
lost, a standard precaution in today’s digital world. It was the work of moments, to drag and
drop, replicating and producing yet another iteration of the footage. As a digital file on the
computer, the footage became a material that could potentially be manipulated. I have been 
able to play with it, pulling it into editing software whilst toying with the idea of creating small 
montages to support certain points in the research. As explained in Chapter 1, this idea was 
quickly discarded, following a desire to adhere to the principle of ‘respect des fonds’, leaving 
the footage as is. These considerations draw attention to the particular archival complexity 
inherent within visual materials, especially regarding issues of archival management and 
research value. The advent of the digital era, of multiple replications, has compounded this
complexity.

Following on from Chapter 2 is further examination of the instability of the footage, in terms 
of its physical form as well as its meaning in different epistemological contexts. Turning now 
to the present moment, the second node of analysis, the research focusses on relevant issues of 
digitization, decolonization and the archive as a resource to be reconfigured. Trinh T. Minh- 
ha’s 1983 film Reassemblage serves as a useful tool of critical analysis. Finally, the question 
of what can be done with such materials today is discussed.
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3.1.1 The footage and digital materiality:

Digitized archival film footage, through its very nature, has a different materiality to photographic 
negatives or reels of film. But in an imagined spectrum with photographs at one end and films at the 
other, I consider the Frobenius footage to be a closer relative to the former than to the latter, the 
latter having typically gone through extensive pre- and post-production to produce a carefully 
crafted entity. I argue that the footage is closer to photography also because it can be examined 
almost as a series of stills frames strung together to create moving images, silent and unenhanced by 
music, voice or graphics. Movement is present, however, and does change the nature of the
imagery.
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Roland Barthes provides a well-known and often quoted description of an old sepia photograph, 
which eloquently demonstrates the materiality of photography. He describes its bent corners, its 
faded colours, and only then the image within the picture (Barthes 1984:67).  Edwards talk to 

Elizabeth Edwards has written extensively on the materiality of photographs in the context of

digitization, and is one of my primary sources in this section. She notes that while digitization may be 
seen as the logical next step in the management of photographic collections, it is also problematically 
‘seen as the cure-all panacea’ (Edwards 2002:74) for the management of visual image collections. By 
extension I apply this thinking to moving images as well. An example of this was demonstrated in 
2018 at an annual African film symposium held in Johannesburg, ‘Reframing Africa- Restructuring

 the Self ’ (co-hosted by Wits and the Market Photo Workshop), a platform for discussion of issues 
pertaining to African films, both historical and contemporary. A suggestion was made by a delegate 

during the discussion section of the day for the creation of an online digital resource of movies made 

in Africa, or by Africans, to allow free access to all. As Edwards observes, the result is an ‘entirely 

new visual object’ (p.74) with its own challenges. In the case of the Frobenius footage, digitization is 

the process by which I have gained access to the footage from a continent away, making research 

logistically possible, and in a sense also saving and preserving it. While the tangible materiality of the 

physical film medium has been lost in the digital form (meaning we no longer access the film through 

the physical film reels but through digital clips), the movement (the animation within the imagery) has 

remained. Digital images also possess their own kind of materiality. I explore these challenges and 

opportunities as well as the benefits of the footage’s digitization in relation to the greater backdrop of 

the question of how digitization may affect curatorial practice. I also look at present-day concerns 

around the increased accessibility of digitized materials collected in colonial contexts.
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3.1.2 Lessons learnt from the ongoing digitization of the Frobenius visual
 collection:

             
         

               
               

             
              

               
               

             
              

             
             

the positive qualities of materiality, claiming that ‘[e]ven in the digital age’, our ‘desire for the 
material object remains’ (Edwards 2004:14), seeing evidence of this in the common practice 
of printing digital photographs on either standard paper for inclusion in display files, or on 
photographic paper to be wall- mounted. I explore this ‘longing’ for the tangible object in the 
digital age further on, however the specific yearning Edwards speaks of manifests itself 
somewhat differently when applied to moving images. The original film reels (Figure ii in the 
Introduction) require screening equipment that is no longer available, which impedes the 
accessibility of viewing the footage directly. It is far easier, now, to view the digitized files on 
a computer. The various changes that digital brings to the viewing process ‘realigns the nature 
of the archive and the concept of the collection’ (Sassoon 2004:192), raising questions about 
the ongoing reorganization of institutional archives. Kuba has written a research paper on 
Frobenius (Kuba 2018) that touches on the Frobenius Institute’s visual image collection, and 
attendant issues of digitization and online access to the archive. I turn to his article as a salient 
resource in this section, as a link between the issues around digitization and archival practice, 
and the Frobenius collection itself, of which the footage is a part.

Some of the primary motivations behind the digitization of archival collections are the 
interconnected issues of preservation, storage and accessibility (Liebenberg-Barkhuizen 2005), 
which are seen as the key benefits. The digitization of the Institute’s visual collection, an 
ongoing project in view of the enormous number of images, has resulted in a variety of
outcomes, some positive, and some problematic. Kuba discusses the challenges inherent in the 
digitization of the archive, as well as other concerns involving the management of the 
historical legacy of the images housed there and provides examples of the approach to dealing 
with them. He emphasizes the importance of confronting the way in which the materials were 
originally organized and indexed, a cataloging system that ‘can in itself perpetuate powerful 
European narratives about the “Other”’ (2018:121). He provides examples of the kinds of 
changes they have implemented in relation to the historical keyword classifications. An 
example cited is the substitution of the phrase ‘cultural areas’ as a classification of modern-
day geographies



	

	

and country names (p.121). The team at the Institute has endeavored as well, wherever 

possible, to include the names of those in the photographs whose names were not originally 

recorded, but who were previously documented merely as ‘native’ (Zeytlin in Kuba 2018:121). 

As with my approach to adhering to ‘respect des fonds’ in keeping the footage in the shape in 

which I received it, Kuba reiterates the importance of keeping the original historical records, as 

they provide meaningful context to the origination of the collection. This approach 

acknowledges that the structure of the archive is an integral part of the archive. In a digital 

environment it is possible to maintain both forms alongside one another.  
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Access to the Frobenius collection was increased once it was hosted online; this promoted the 
connection and greater visibility of Frobenius’ images among various research entities across 
the globe (Kuba 2018:121). Digitization is sometimes considered a way to reduce the demand 
for physical access to collections, but interestingly, reflecting the previously mentioned 
attitudes that place an intrinsically higher value on the physical object than its digital

counterpart, online access to the collection has increased the demand for exhibitions and 
viewings of the originals (p.121). An encouraging outcome has been the potential, once 
missing names have been incorporated, for individuals to trace their family legacies through 
the identification of ancestors’ names (p.121). On the other hand, some of the provocations 
that arise from digitization include a lack of access to the technology required to view the 
images (p.53), as well as a loss of control over the curatorship or context under which the 
digital images, or printed versions derived from them, may be displayed by other institutions 
(Kuba 2018:121). Kuba cites such an example where the images were used by a German 
tabloid to represent an ostensibly ‘accurate’ depiction of Africa a century ago, but the 
photographs chosen were stereotypical in nature and would have been rurally-focused, as

Frobenius’ tendency, Kuba notes, was to eschew capturing modernity or technology (p.119-

121). While this loss of control is unfortunate, on the flip side of the coin is increased access 
for scholars and other researchers alike, including as well the above-mentioned benefits cited 
by Kuba. All these ramifications must also be considered in connection with the footage, 
which is a recently digitized entity (although not yet available online) potentially facing 
similar issues as part of the greater archive at the Institute.



	

	

 3.1.3     The footage and the dynamic archive: 
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Achille Mbembe asserts that ‘writing history merely involves manipulating archives’, a game 
of detective work in which tracks are traced, fragments stitched together, broken pieces 
assembled back to wholeness, all in an attempt to breathe life back into an object, and return it 
to its rightful place to create ‘an illusion of totality and continuity’ (2002:25). The idea of the 
archive as a dynamic space may in some ways be compatible with Frobenius’ theory on the 
fluid nature of culture (and representations of culture). Kino-vision as a cultural theory may in 
some respects have been ahead of its time, because of its understanding of human life as 
something dynamic and ultimately elusive, contrasting with the commonly accepted 
perceptions of ‘culture’ at the time as something ‘timeless and unchanging’ (Hamilton & 
Leibhammer 2017:19). But because of the obvious power inequalities under which the 
collections were forged, museums and archives that hold materials collected in colonial times 
are contested in times of decolonization. Archivists and curators are thus exploring various 
ways to work with these materials in productive ways.

In the case of this particular archive, an added challenge is the aforementioned controversial 
reputation of Frobenius himself, already apparent in his day (Dinslage 2009:8). We are forced 
to question how we can reinterpret these archives in a way that is meaningful, without 
mirroring the problematic aspects of the positions of past researchers and recorders, or re- 
inscribing the ethnographic ‘othering’ that they enacted. Putting aside the complexity that 
Frobenius as an individual presents, the fact remains that this valuable archive exists, 
providing windows into places and practices that have often changed drastically in the 
intervening time, reflecting a range of subjectivities, and containing a wealth of material that 
can serve current research interests in various ways. It is arguably a kind of ‘surplus’ value 
attached to this archive that we work with today – its under-engaged, unintentional and 
invertible aspects – that allows us to look past the problematic aspects of the context of its
making, including the official intentions of the ethnographers, and ask questions that bring the 
relevance of the collection into the present day (Wintjes 2012:108).



	

	

There is also an additional sensitivity specific to the kinetic medium of film that raises issues 

when viewing and screening these materials today, enhanced by the immediacy and tangibility 

of the medium. The affective nature of the footage is a factor I am aware of and am sensitive 

to. When presenting my proposal for this research project, I played a few selected short clips, 

the content of which distressed some members of the audience. Viewed today, moments 

showing interaction between the research team and their interlocutors as well as scenes with 

animals (for example, Frobenius keeps a pet monkey tied with a piece of string) can be 

unsettling. The fragmented, silent images, often depicting moments of exchange between 

people (and animals) in the unequal kinds of relations entrenched during the colonial period 

are uncomfortable, especially when viewed as a set of digital files in the intimate setting of 

one’s own home on a laptop, for example, or projected in the dark space of a lecture theatre. 

As explored above, this affective quality, not intentionally imbued in the Frobenius materials 

by their makers but arising from a radical shift in the context of viewing, is found too in Minh-

ha’s work, deliberately manifested. Her manipulation of the affective quality of contemporary 

documentary film (through disjointed editing etc.) serves as a deliberate jolt of the senses. This 

creates an affective quality that has the ‘potential to alter how we come to feel and know 

(cultural) difference’ (Shabbar 2015:3; emphasis in original). An awareness is thus needed of 

how this footage and its subject matter might function in the contemporary space, and I aim to 

further understand the affective dimensions of the footage and the ethical issues surrounding 

their viewing and screening in this present moment.  
 

3.2. Trinh T. Minh-ha’s Reassemblage as tool of analysis: 
 

 

 

  

  

 

 

  

 

As the materials have altered in form and shape over time, so too have the disciplines of 
ethnography and filmmaking. As another layer to my examination of the footage, Minh-ha’s 
experimental film Reassemblage: Fire Light to the Screen (1983) provides an interesting 
example of disruption and challenge to the traditional modes of ethnographic film, that were, 
as detailed in Chapter 2, established during colonial times. Reassemblage therefore provides a 
relevant and thought-provoking contemporary reference for my research, presenting me with a 
useful film-historical and theoretical lens through which to view the footage today. I also turn 
to various other film examples, some historical and contemporary to the footage, others more 
recent, to consider in greater depth some of the ways in which the footage may or may not 
have been conventional for its time, and an example of the genre of scientific films that Minh- 
ha was critically responding to with Reassemblage. In addition to providing a critique, I have
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also found a number of unintentional similarities between her work and the Frobenius footage. 

 
 3.2.1  Trinh T. Minh-ha and the conventions of ethnographic  documentary 

filmmaking: 

 

  

  

 

   

   

 

 

   

 

    

 

 

  

  

   

  

   

 

  

 

  

  

I provide a brief background to Minh-ha and her body of work as context for the film 
Reassemblage and its themes as relevant to the footage. Minh-ha is an independent Vietnamese 
filmmaker, born in 1952 in Hanoi. She was originally trained as a musical composer, before 
becoming a filmmaker, and is also a writer, feminist and post-colonial theorist. Interestingly, I 
have found descriptions of her work as both ethnographic in nature, and ‘anti-ethnographic’
(Balsom 2018), which sets the tone for her unique and confrontational style. Indeed Minh-ha 
herself resists any simple categorization of her work. She prefers to think of movie making as 
the creation of ‘fluid, interacting movements’ as a motion whereby the world enters in from the 
outside, and fiction as the opposite gesture, a reaching out from the inside to the outside
(Minh-ha cited in Balsom, 2018). ‘(T)hese categories’, Minh-ha asserts, ‘always overlap’, 
implying that a sense of creativity and imagination also have a part to play in the production of 
the documentary. Minh-ha has described among her motivations for filmmaking the aim to 
interrogate issues of ‘identity, presence and authenticity (Minh-ha cited in Balsom, 2018) as 
produced and reinforced by systems of colonialism and patriarchy. Her recent work has also 
explored the theme of digitization, but she retains a common thread throughout in
‘understanding difference’ so as to ‘live fearlessly’ (Minh-ha 1989:84).
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As mentioned in chapter 2, Reassemblage was created as a commentary on the kinds of 
ethnographic films that dominated the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, especially the boom in television 
documentaries produced by National Geographic and the BBC. But Minh-ha is arguably 
questioning the discipline of ethnographic documentary filmmaking over the full course of the 
twentieth century, with Reassemblage deliberately foregrounding and breaking codes that, 
although they did change to a certain extent over time, can be traced back to ethnographic 
documentaries such as Burgen (and the footage from which Burgen is made) and further to the 
tropes established during the early days when ‘cinema met Africa’ (Sanogo 2017: pers. comm.).

As such, Reassemblage ‘strikingly counterpoints the authoritative stance of the National 
Geographic approach’ (Thielen 2012), a convention that Burgen is a precursor expression of,



	

	

and one that remains prevalent to this day, still echoing some of the myths originally created 

about ‘primitive’ cultures (as previously discussed in Chapter 2). A search I conducted through 

old films produced by National Geographic between 1964 and 1987 shows a focus on the 

natural world of fauna and flora, but includes as well, as a subgenre of sorts, films about non-

Western people, for example in Africa and India, among other regions. In her book Woman 

Native Other, Minh-ha says, ‘(it) seems clear that the favorite object of anthropological study 

is not just any man but a specific kind of man: the Primitive, now elevated to the rank of the 

full yet needy man, the Native’ (Minh-ha 1989:64). Within the National Geographic period 

delineated above, it is also interesting to note the inclusion of non-Western people within 

documentaries that typically feature animals and other aspects of nature. This feature of the 

documentaries is linked to the development of disciplines since the nineteenth century, where 

‘natural history’ conventionally included non-Western cultures, a structural convention that 

lingers in the way disciplines and institutions are organised today. 

 

In Reassemblage (1983), Minh-ha narrates in her own voice, ‘[s]carcely 20 years were enough 

to make two billion people define themselves as underdeveloped’, making reference to the 

label assigned to the newly-independent African countries in the post-colonial era, 

demonstrating how the effects of colonialism endure despite independence. In order to 

examine the impact of colonialism within the filmic genre, Minh-ha is a critical voice in the 

field of modern-day ethnographic documentary film, and her commentary is a useful 

framework with which to approach colonial-era footage in the digital age.  

 

Next, I examine the footage and the construction of Burgen as expressions of the lineage of 

filmic representation that she was critiquing.  

 

 3.2.2  Reassemblage (1983) as useful lens for the Frobenius footage: 

 
Reassemblage, From the Firelight to the Screen (1983) co-produced with Jean Paul Bourdier, 

is Minh-ha’s first film. Forty-minutes in duration, it was shot in Senegal and filmed on 16mm 

colour film (Hoffbeck 2016). The film’s title conjures ideas of fragmentation as well as 

construction (Balsom 2018), both themes that run through her body of filmmaking work. The 

majority of the scenes are rural and domestic, featuring Senegalese village women going 

about their daily chores, with occasional appearances from children. I examine Reassemblage 
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first as a critique of the genre of ethnographic film before examining it as something that has 

unintentional similarities to the footage through a closer look at a selection of scenes.  

 

In many ways, the footage was collected to feed into conventional, colonial-era ideas of 

ethnographic film in that it subscribed to representational modes of the time, and was produced 

partly to make a movie, although it wasn’t entirely synonymous with such edited expressions. 

Thus, the footage and Reassemblage are in many ways diametrically opposed in terms of the 

original intentions of their makers. That they are similar in many regards in terms of visual 

content and affective viewer experience, is both convenient for my study and confronting, and 

thus serves as a point of departure in terms of recontextualizing the footage in today’s world. 

To this end, Minh-ha’s film plays the role of tool in my study with which to analyse the 

footage, rather than a set of materials that I am subjecting to the same close analysis as the 

footage. 

 

The viewing experience of Reassemblage is a confusing and challenging one. Andie Shabbar 

notes that Minh-ha’s non-conformist use of audio and visuals contributes to a kind of 

‘disruptive aesthetics’ that effectively serves to blur the line between ‘subject/object, 

filmmaker/viewer, self/other, and insider/outsider’ (Shabbar 2015:1). The visuals are 

disorientating because of a lack of any traditional narrative linearity, supported by the almost 

arbitrary movement of the camera and the disjunctive editing. There is a sense that scenes 

repeat themselves. This reiteration of shots ‘adds to the rhythm of the montage’ (Smelik 

2017:84), as the women perform recurring actions in their tasks such as pounding grain, 

dancing, stirring pots, and the children jump rope repeatedly. The repetitive nature of these 

actions is emphasised in the editing, which shows the movements again and again, in wide 

and close shots, creating a hypnotic effect. Another device employed in the film is the 

lingering of the camera a fraction past the point of comfort on a given subject, a deliberately 

constructed technique to unsettle the viewer.  

 3.2.3  The role of sound in Reassemblage: 

 

Reassemblage is narrated in Minh-ha’s voice, and she clarifies her objectives upfront as 

narrator, stating that she does not want to ‘speak about’, but rather ‘just speak nearby’, calling 

into question ‘conventional documentary aesthetics that engage in processes of othering’ 

(Shabbar 2015:1). Her choice to make a film in Senegal may well have had to do with one of 
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the dominant themes in her work: the questioning of language, interrogation and meaning, as 

well as insights afforded to an outsider like herself. She may also have chosen Senegal as 

part of her interest in engaging with south-south connections/what is today sometimes 

referred to as the ‘global south’. She references her experience in Africa when she talks of 

the benefit of being ‘the outsider who can often encounter things and events afresh, as if for 

the first time, and in silence (as I was in African cultures)’ (Minh-ha cited in Balsom 2018). 

Her choice to shoot in Senegal for Reassemblage is seemingly to interrogate this experience 

of being a newcomer, interestingly in some ways echoing the experience of an ethnographic 

team such as Frobenius’, exploring new territories (‘new’ to them, or the audience). 

However, Minh-ha’s methods, in contrast to the historical ethnographic tradition, are not 

directed towards capturing essential characteristics and ascribing meaning, but rather to 

questioning these, as well as perhaps making visible her position as an outsider. Her 

depiction of the body, expressed in explicit close-up shots so as to be confronting, is a 

critique of the kind of representation seen in ethnographic documentaries such as the 

National Geographic model of the 1950s through to the late 1970s.  

 

In terms of her focus on the interrogation of language, Minh-ha claims that spoken language, 

as a feature in film, ‘can be destabilized’ (Minh-ha cited in Balsom 2018) though various 

techniques, exposing information about the narrator (filmmaker) instead of about the film 

(and those being depicted). The deliberate mispronunciation of a word can produce what she 

calls ‘nonsense’ (Minh-ha cited in Balsom 2018), whether it be through repeated stuttering 

on a word or the abbreviation of two words together to create a non-word. This draws the 

viewer’s attention to the sound of the word over the meaning of the word, opening up the 

question of assigned meaning, access to a given semantic code and the stability of that code. 

Her methods for playing with audio and voice-over demonstrate this, when she speaks the 

line ‘I don’t intend to speak about, only nearby’. Minh-ha’s voice seems to say ‘kabout’, 

instead of ‘speak about’, a nonsense word, creating confusion and a sense of isolation from 

the meaning for the viewer, and arguably a sense of their own ‘otherness’, congruent with 

her desire to flip the traditional roles between viewer and subject. 

 

The effect of the disjunctive audio, which does not play the conventional role of ‘explaining’ 

the visuals or guiding the viewing experience, is that of ‘disentangling sound from image’ 

(Balsom 2018), setting itself apart from usual filmmaking techniques, which use visual and 
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audio as complementary channels to craft the message of the film. In this way, Minh-ha 

disrupts ‘the conventions traditionally employed in anthropological filmmaking’ (Balsom 

2018), questioning issues such as otherness through sound. 

 3.2.4  The footage and its unintentional similarities with Reassemblage: 
 

The affective experience of watching Reassemblage, with its disjointed editing and lack of 

audio, creates a distancing effect for the viewer, unlike a ‘conventional’ documentary with 

smooth transitions, a narrative structure and synchronized soundtrack effects. Similar 

‘disruptive aesthetics’ appear in the footage, albeit produced in part accidentally by archival 

processes and the passing of time. The result produces a viewing experience that is in some 

respects analogous between the two. The footage I am working with today, the set of 

fragmented and reconfigured digital files, is out of sequence, silent and often confusing. This 

set of files lies at some technical and affective distance from the work as it was conceived and 

conducted by the Frobenius team.  

In order to explore this idea that a kind of disruptive aesthetics is present in the footage, I 

compare two short scenes from the footage with two short scenes from Reassemblage. The 

primary motivation in the selection of each pair of scenes is their striking similarity in subject 

matter. All scenes are under 20 seconds long, and I have created a mini ‘film strip’ of each 

scene in screen grabs below as pictorial reference. The challenge with studying the footage in 

closer analysis is its extensive nature; an initial glance according to my logbook puts the 

number of scenes at 126, with a total duration of just over two hours. The strategy of choosing 

comparative scenes from another film has helped me to further navigate the vastness of the 

footage. 
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The first scene selected from the footage depicts women and children pounding grain with 
pestles and mortars (Figure lix) and I pair this with a corresponding scene with similar visual 
content from Reassemblage (Figure lx). The second clip I have chosen from the footage 
depicts a small crowd of people including children (Figure lxi), and the paired scene from 
Reassemblage also focuses on children (Figure lxii). My reasoning behind the selection of 
these scenes from the Frobenius footage is that they form a representative sample from across 
the footage, and include one scene that was and one scene that was not used in the making of 
Burgen. The scene that appears in Burgen lends itself more readily to this film’s edited



	

	

 

 

 

 

     

    

 

 

Although it is not the main focus of my project, I contend that Minh-ha’s work also undergoes 

a re-reading in this context.  

 

 

3.2.4a     Frobenius footage, scene select 1: 
 

 
  

 

This scene is filmed among the Barotse community in Northern Rhodesia, but at an unknown 

location (possibly in the Lealui or Nalolo areas). It features women and children using standing 

pestle and mortars to pound a grain, most likely maize (Zea mays) but perhaps also millet 

(Sorghum bicolor) (Mwizenge 2019). The scene has a mesmerizing quality to it, as the pestles 

are rhythmically lifted up and dropped down, over and over. The focus is generally on the 
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Figure lix: Folder B, Video 6. In: 01’24” Out: 01’53” Dur: 29”.

narrative, and the other scene does not, and as a result remains as part of the unedited footage. 
This juxtaposition of selected moments of the footage against those selected from 
Reassemblage enables observations to be made in relation to both sets of moving images in
dialogue, fitting with the theme of complex temporality in my study. As the footage is 
comprised of iterations deriving from different periods in time, it holds within itself a complex 
timeline. Reassemblage, a recent filmic commentary on historical ethnographic
documentaries, as a critical comparison is useful in that it enables the two selections to reveal 
insights about one another. Although produced almost 40 years ago, Reassemblage is very 
much aligned with current critical work on archives and the visual.



	

	

collective, not the individual faces, with the camera aimed towards the activity and the group 

context, framed so as to best encompass the repetitive movements of this collective physical 

work; the subjects are shot from the back and often have their faces cropped out. The camera 

cuts from a wide shot of approximately 20 people in frame to a closer shot that focuses on a 

young girl, towards the end. The scene centers the activity, documenting the action of the 

pounding, as its primary subject. As mentioned in Chapter 2, there is a focus on the body, 

however it is in terms of the body at work, as opposed to another kind of fixation on the body 

for the body’s sake.  

 

3.2.4b     Reassemblage, scene select 1: 

 

 
         

 

The scene selected begins with black, signaling a transition from the previous scene. The first 

shot is an extreme close-up on a woman’s breast, dappled in sunlight, with the face cropped 

out of the shot. The second shot cuts to two women in a wide-framed shot, using a standing 
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Figure lx: In: 13’04” Out: 13’19” Dur: 15”. Reassemblage, Minh-ha (1983)



	

	

  

 

  

 

 

 

    

 

    

      

  

 

 

 

3.2.4c     Comparison between scene selects 1: 
 

The selected Frobenius footage scene subscribes clearly to the category of ‘observational’ 

mode, the camera being used as a data-collection device in the context of anthropological 

study, and fitting the researchers’ general interest in material culture in action as outlined in 

Chapter 1. This scene of food preparation is captured on a wide shot as well as close-up, 

demonstrating the use of traditional tools in a rhythmic performance, and the partial operation 

of this community outside of industrialized modes of production. It is worth noting that the 

team chose to film this scene (if they photographed it, I have not found the pictures), 

demonstrating an interest in the repetitive moment, the kinetic quality of the ‘choreography’ of 

food preparation. Nothing else is filmed in this scene. This scene appears in the Burgen snippet 

within the footage, so may have been captured with the film in mind or selected later for this 

purpose. I examine the scene briefly in its edited context within the full movie, for further 

context to at least one of its purposes. In the full film Burgen, the scene is preceded by a scene 

that documents material culture in action, in which a man works with an animal-skin bellows, 

and it is followed by a scene of the expedition’s ‘epic’ journey, showing a car being pulled 

across a shallow body of water by a span of donkeys. The full film Burgen is at this point 
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 It is very likely the ancient grain ‘fonio’ (a kind of millet, Digitaria exilis), cultivated for thousands of years across the 
West African region and a staple diet of those living in rural areas in Senegal (Rao 2018). It is traditionally pounded with 
large mortars and pestles like those seen in the movie.

14

pestle and mortar to crush what is mostly likely ground nuts or cereals,14 the main agricultural 
crops of Senegal due to the country’s dry conditions (Stilwell 2008:117). A small child dressed 
in red crosses the background of the shot, walking through and out of the scene. The women 
are outdoors in a village setting, but within an enclosure that is sub-divided by partitions but 
has no roof. The subjects’ heads are cropped out, and the primary focus is on the pounding 
activity and the close-up of the breast. The scene then cuts back to the intimate view of the 
breast and continues to cross in this fashion between the two scenes. The audio is (deliberately) 
inconsistent, seemingly being turned on and off throughout. Drumming and background 
laughter are audible in the opening shot of the breast, but there is silence during the scene of 
the women working, fading gradually into the sound of pounding grain. The pockets of silence 
deepen the discomfort of the viewing experience, most especially of the extreme close-up of 
the breast. The framing and audio are deliberately confronting in their effect, produced by

Minh-ha as commentary on the fetishization of the African female body.



	

	

accompanied by a voice-over, which narrates, ‘the rhythms of the women when stamping grain 

[…] if it weren’t for the women, would the men have survived’? Ominous music accompanies 

the scene. The scene is congruent with Frobenius’ previously explored predilection for 

capturing the rural and traditional ways of life in Africa, what he thought of as a more 

authentic representation than portrayals of modernity (Kuba 2018:121). 

 

The comparative scene chosen from Reassemblage is plainly similar in its choice of subject 

matter, depicting women (in this case only two), one child and the same activity of pounding 

grain using a long pestle and deep mortar. The inadvertent similarities in audio are also 

interesting, as the silence in the footage (or occasional technical hissing noise), as well as its 

evocation of a rhythmic sound (depicted through the visuals), mirrors the confusing 

juxtaposition of the periods of silence and the background noises of grinding grain and chatter 

in the scene from Reassemblage. This scene in Reassemblage switches between shots of the 

pounding of the grain and the close-up of a woman’s breast, cutting back and forth between the 

two scenes. This disjointed arrangement of footage speaks to the objectification of African 

women by the colonial Western gaze, as mentioned above, and this editing technique renders 

explicit and problematizes this fascination with the ‘exotic’ and ‘primitive’ black body.  

 

As explored in Chapter 1, the focus in the Frobenius footage in is primarily on capturing the 

body in an active engagement with material culture, not the body for its own sake. The manner 

in which people are thus filmed does not neatly or overtly subscribe to the trope of 

fetishization of the African body in the manner re-enacted and critiqued in Reassemblage, 

although there is an interest in the documentation of dancing, which the rhythmic bodily action 

captured in the grinding of the grain is arguably similar to. I would thus argue that while the 

subject matter in both selected scenes is similar in content, the precise kind of representation of 

the body that Minh-ha is critiquing is not necessarily present in the Frobenius footage. The 

nudity of the upper body, as well, in the Frobenius footage does not seem to be a focus or 

something that is highlighted, rather it is a subtle and integrated aspect of the scene. In 

addition, the people are filmed either from behind or from the side, rather than the front, so 

there is no frontal focus on breasts at all, rather on the backs and arms. There also is not the 

same invasive close-up positioning of the camera that is seen in Reassemblage. The bodies are 

seen in the process of activating objects through movement, in a way that also engages the 

kinetic properties of film. As a point of comparison, an example of an early film that does 
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more readily subscribe to an overt fetishization of the female African body is Lumiére’s 

Toilette d’un négrillon (1897) as discussed in the previous chapter. A film such as this more 

closely subscribes to the ideologies around difference and fetishization that Minh-ha is 

critiquing with Reassemblage, than the Frobenius footage appears to do.   

 

     

   

 

 3.2.4d     Frobenius footage, scene select 2:  
 

 
            

 

This is a scene select that does not appear in Burgen, and it can be considered 

experimental in nature. By ‘experimental’, I refer to aspects of the Frobenius footage 

where I suspect, in subtle ways, they were working creatively with the filmic medium, 

and in an open-ended way, producing unexpected or inadvertent results. By contrast with 

the first scene selection, this scene also comprises participatory elements, which have an 

experimental feel to them. There are visual artifacts too, that appear in this scene and in 

the footage generally, which are ‘accidental’ and came later, arising from the non-

deliberate consequences of technological transfers and other archival processes. This 

scene opens on a white screen, with compression artifacts (black and white spots, marks 

and lines that come from earlier manipulation of the film material) moving across the 

frame. In this way traces of episodes in the archival history are visually evident, and it 

appears as though someone has actually inscribed letters by burning dots into the footage 

reel itself, although it is difficult to interpret how exactly these marks originated. The 
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Figure lxi: Folder B, Video 8, In: 11’49” Out: 12’07” Dur: 18”.

My second scene comparison reveals several other unexpected similarities with Minh-ha’s 
Reassemblage. The two scenes are depicted in Figure lxi and Figure lxii respectively.



	

	

white gradually fades into an image of a silhouetted landscape. The next shot shows a 

young child staring into the camera, hands on hips, in a medium-close up shot. The 

camera position is static, and the child walks out of frame. A group shot follows, in 

medium-close up, of men, women and children, with a field of what appears to be maize 

plants in the background. Most of the group wanders away from the camera until just two 

children are left. They gaze directly into the lens. There is, as usual in the footage, no 

audio accompanying this scene.  

 

   

 

 

 
 

 
        

 

The scene opens on a close-up shot of a little boy, outdoors, digging in some wet mud on 

the ground. He peers straight into the camera. The next shot shows the boy in a wider 

scene that includes another child. A medium shot then sees the first boy walking through 

the frame, with other children standing behind him, again looking directly into the 

camera. The following shot focuses on the same child, who picks up what appears to be a 

stone, which he shows to the camera. Next, a little girl stands facing the camera in a wide 

shot, while a group of young women jump rope in the background. The final shot of this 

selection shows the group of women in a wide shot as they play. Minh-ha narrates, 

‘Reality is delicate … my “irreality” and imagination are otherwise dull … the habit of 

imposing a meaning to every single sign’. This voice-over, which plays over silence 

    3.2.4e Reassemblage, scene select 2:
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The second scene I have chosen from Reassemblage as comparison to this scene is 
depicted in Figure lxii.

Figure lxii: Scene select 2 from Reassemblage, In: 06’06” Out: 06’23” Dur: 17”.



	

	

(there is no music or background noise), is followed by the ambient sounds of music and 

voices on the final shot of the young women jumping rope.  

 

3.2.4f      Comparison between scene selects 2: 
 

I have chosen this second pair of scenes for several reasons, the first being that they share 

similar content in the capturing of children, and in both scenes direct and sometimes 

playful eye contact is made with the camera, unusual in traditional ethnographic 

documentaries. In part because of this receptiveness, which effectively translates to the 

shared making of the scene by the filmmakers and the filmed subjects, the Frobenius 

footage feels experimental, and does not neatly subscribe to the ‘objective’ mode of 

anthropological recording. Rather, it comprises elements of the ‘participatory’ mode of 

filming outlined in Chapter 1, which is characterized by moments of interaction between 

those captured on film and the camera/cameraman. The flipping of the observational gaze 

in both examples points to a kind of co-production between the cameraperson and the 

subjects of the scene being filmed.  

 

The Reassemblage scene is confusing and repetitive. The continued reappearance of the 

same little boy in several settings is disorientating as it disrupts a linear storyline. The 

experience of conventional documentary film creates an expectation of a logical thread or 

narrative sequence, providing a crafted storyline that directs meaning for the viewer. As 

mentioned, the audio in this snippet is Minh-ha’s soft self-voiced and sparse narration, 

interspersed by dead silence, followed by loud music and voices; the audio is not 

smoothly ‘mixed’ for a harmonious listening experience. Under conventional norms 

established in the documentary genre since more or less its inception, the voice-over 

would supplement and explain the visuals, and we as viewers would be guided in our 

understanding of a scene by the filmmaker’s interpretation of events. Minh-ha’s tactic of 

turning this on its head by abandoning any conventional storyline technique, critiques the 

Western documentary-making practice that seeks to represent non-Western ‘cultures’.  

 

Reassemblage has altered the way in which I personally view modern documentaries (of BBC 

World, 60 Minutes and National Geographic ilk). Tropes created in the time of colonial 

ethnographic film, previously mentioned, linger today, in the mention of the ‘innocence’ of the 
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indigenous people being filmed, or the intense focus on the partial nudity and dancing rituals. 
In Last Ever Cannibal Tribe (2006) produced by 60 Minutes Australia, the language of the 
narration once again subscribes to the notion of colonial ‘conquest’ as outlined by Sanogo 
previously in connection with Rhodes’ Cape to Cairo (1930) journey across the African 
continent (Sanogo 2017:183). Last Ever Cannibal’s summary describes ‘an adventure into the 
unknown … on the trail of a long lost tribe’. In the 1980 National Geographic production The 
Living Treasures of Japan, the focus is on the ‘exotic’ East, but contains similar themes of 
otherness and the depiction of a frozen primitive past. The voice-over narrates, ‘two thousand 
years of Oriental tradition collide headlong with all that is modern, Western and international’, 
describing an ancient society supposedly unchanged until now, and the assumption too is that 
all that is modern and international is also Western. Another more recent example that 
continues to demonstrate the same themes inherited from colonial ethnographic film is First 
Contact (2010) by ABC News (Australia). Interestingly this is filmed in the South Pacific 
Torres Straits, like the film made by Haddon in 1898 on his Cambridge Expedition (Barnouw 
1993: 28). The 2010 film seeks to recapture a moment of ‘first contact’ that was shot in 1964 
between a group of women and children, and the outside world for the first time. These 
examples show how these conventions remain prevalent in modern-day documentary practice. 
In summary, I would argue that this scene in the Frobenius footage is not a straightforward 
expression of the genre, primarily because it was not fully edited into a finished product, it has 
experienced archival changes over time that significantly impact on how it is viewed today, 
and it does not always readily subscribe to colonial filmic conventions. I turn now in my final 
chapter to reflect on the findings of my research together with some questions currently left

unanswered. I also engage with recent ideas on African film sharing resources, including new 
ideas around how archives could be managed in a digital world. Finally, I point towards to the 
potential for future research.



	

	

CONCLUSION 

 

   

  

  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

  

 

   

  

 

 

Having examined the footage with a study of its historical context, I then turned to the 

present moment to explore the shifting meaning and unsettling nature of the now-
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I have sought to construct a methodology to aid me in the construction of what could be described 
as ‘footage theory’ that would pertain directly to a study of unedited historical research footage. 
One of the solutions presented here has been to develop a framework of analysis that sits at the 
intersection of various associated disciplines, namely film history, visual anthropology (and 
ethnographic film as a sub-discipline within this sphere), as well as the history of the technology 
realm as relevant to the footage, whilst also incorporating relevant prior research. This approach 
has helped me place the footage against a multi-faceted contextual background, to better 
understand the conventions that were at play, and what, if any, deviations from these conventions 
the footage may display. In terms of enabling the further study of unedited research footage of the 
early twentieth century, I hope the methodology I have formulated can make a contribution towards 
this somewhat disregarded area of study, which holds much value still to be explored. As part of 
this analysis, I have revisited Frobenius’ theory/ method for understanding culture, 
‘kinematography’ as a prompt, and as yet unexplored angle, to examine the use of the medium of 
film by him and his team. Further research could potentially deepen this, with a proper revisiting of 
Frobenius’ use of cinema as a metaphor for ‘culture’ in his writing more broadly, and the links 
between this metaphor and his employment of the medium of film.

Through intricate and careful dissection, and a methodology adapted from an object- biography

framework, a considerable amount of information about the footage has been ascertained; however, 
many questions are also left unanswered. Much of the footage has now been described to some 
extent in terms of content. This was supported by the logging exercise that aided the initial study of 
the footage, and more contextual information might be added over time by others. Connections 
found between the footage and the existing photographic collection have served to illuminate the 
initial information gathered on both sides. Much of the footage’s archival history has been sketched 
in, and it is possible that some of the gaps that do exist may be filled with future research. Attention 
then turned to the shifting meaning that the footage, in its various physical manifestations, has had 
at different points in time, beginning with a focus on its production context on the ninth Frobenius 
expedition (1928-1930).
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digitized object. Part of this understanding is an acknowledgment of the footage’s

instability, its changeable nature over time, making it never simply one thing. For support 
in this endeavor, I chose a film by Minh-ha, Reassemblage (1983) that is in many respects 
a critical response to precisely the kind of moving images that the footage itself is an 
expression of, ethnographic documentary footage that subscribes to many colonial-era 
conventions. Yet this analysis also reveals a number of striking unintentional similarities 
between both the footage and Minh-ha’s film. Her work plays with the kinds of 
conventions of which aspects are present in the footage, and is deliberately deconstructed 
to draw attention to the constructed aspects of such footage, as well as films like Burgen 
for particular editorial constructions. An additional effect of Minh-ha’s work is to force us 
to pay attention to these relatively rare materials where they exist. By extension my study 
also begins to generate a re-reading of her work, as much as her work assists me in my 
research in analyzing the footage. As Reassemblage acts as a critique of the conventions 
and tropes established within scientific documentary film, so too is it useful to analyse 
Minh-ha’s film generally, and selected short scenes closely, against the very kind of film it 
critiques, as it reinforces the messages in Minh-ha’s work that raise questions related to 
issues of ‘othering’. It is striking to me how similar the viewing experiences are between 
the two sets of moving images; if Minh-ha set out to create an ‘anti-ethnographic’ film 
that questions the discipline, how interesting it is that the movie she has produced, in my 
view, so closely resembles the object of her critique, proving how the medium of film can 
so successfully entrap even whilst one attempts to evade this condition, as one of my 
examiners  pointed out.

            
             

               
                

            
            

                 
    

Minh-ha’s intention with her film, not to ‘speak about, just speak nearby’ (Reassemblage
1983) is in some ways partially achieved by the footage collected by the Frobenius

expedition. Due to its unedited nature, its seemingly experimental aspects, and the way it has 
changed over its lifetime, perhaps it is only able to speak nearby rather than about, in relation 
to the people, places, lives and work captured, including the anthropologists themselves. Both 
Minh-ha’s film and the Frobenius footage draw attention to fundamental challenges of 
representation, and to the agency of the people captured on film, as well as the ‘agency’ of the 
medium itself.

               
           

                
 

               
           

                
  

               
           

                
         

               
           

               
          

               
          

As an extension of the interest in re-reading this material from a contemporary perspective, the 
challenges around the archival management of digitized visual materials have been
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explored, looking at the learnings from the Frobenius Institute as discussed by Kuba in relation 

to the online phtographic archive. I examined and discussed the digital Frobenius archive, of 
which the footage is now a part, as a resource to be reconfigured. To reiterate a key point in this 
research, there is a distinction to be made between Frobenius’s theories and the actual archive, 
rendering it something more than just a collection of contaminated materials. There are ways of 
reworking and re-engaging with this archive, apart from the original intentions under which they 
were collected. Carolyn Hamilton, as a scholar of the archive, is a key source for this project as 
some of her thinking has been applied, as relevant, to the footage. She discusses the problematic 
and ambiguous nature of the colonial record and argues that these materials still hold value for 
research (Hamilton 2011:319), an approach advocated for here. To this end, these materials have 
been reworked, and how they lend themselves to various readings and a plurality of meanings 
against different temporalities and contexts has been explored .

Looking to the future, there is exciting new work happening around the management of digital 
film resources that were either filmed in Africa or produced there, that aim to make these 
materials widely accessible to researchers. Bearing in mind the challenges around the 
management of open-access digital records, Sanogo proposes a solution to the inaccessibility 
of historical African films (or footage), meaning films shot in Africa and taken to the West for 
post-production. He suggests the creation of a large online database of shared African film
content, a reclaimed space of moving image content that has previously been ‘lost’ to the 
continent whose history it forms an integral part of (Sanogo 2018: pers. comm.).

               
                

                  
                

               

               
                

                  
                

               

Possibilities like this are ambitious and not without their challenges, but they are exciting to 
envisage for the future of materials such as the footage. As declared earlier, this work is 
merely a first step in what is an ambitious task, of returning these materials to the landscape 
in which they arose, a reassembling of the archive as part of a decolonising gesture, and an 
area of study that will hopefully be added to by other scholars in years to come.



	

	

 

 
 

Screen 

grab/screenshot: 
A static picture image taken from moving footage featuring 

one still frame. 

 

In-code: The time-code at which the specified footage begins. 

 

Out-code: The time-code at which the specified footage ends.  

 

Offline edit: A modern term for a preliminary ‘rough’ edit that hasn’t had 

audio adjusted, graphics added, or colour-grading done. 

Graphics: Pictures, straplines, titles or other additions (in this context 

layered on top of edited footage). 

Intertitle: The term traditionally used in film academia to describe 

graphics (pictures, text, maps, etc) in films from the period 

pertaining to my study (c1920–c1935). 

 

Rushes: The original unedited footage from a film shoot. 

 

Losing a generation: When non-digital footage is transferred from one format to 

another, an inevitable loss in quality is suffered in both 

audio and visual terms.  

Metadata: A set of data that provides information about other data; in 

this instance used in the context of the logbook (Appendix 

1) as a compilation of metadata, to be used as a guide to the 

data contained in the footage. 

Intertitles: Graphics or text used to guide the storyline in silent-era 

films. A historical term. 

 

Voice-over: A narration added to the visuals during post-production. 
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Compression artefacts: Black and/or white spots, marks and/or lines that appear 

over the image, providing evidence of the transfer history. 
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