
Taking others seriously is the first rule of my 
kind of anthropology. This doesn’t just mean 
attending to their deeds and words. More than 
that, we have to face up to the challenges they 
present to our assumptions about the ways 
things are, the kind of world we inhabit, and 
how we relate to it. We do not have to agree 
with our teachers, or assume they’re right and 
we’re wrong. We are entitled to differ. But we 
cannot duck the challenge. Admittedly, the 
inglorious history of anthropology offers and 
exemplifies plenty of stratagems for doing just 
that. They include the pretence that the people 
are less than rational or incapable of logical 
thought, that they are in the grip of ancient 
superstition, that their thinking is characteristic 
of earlier stages in human development 
from childlike innocence to maturity, that 
they are operating on the basis of false or 
defective information, that their behaviour 
is programmed by tradition, that they are 
unable to tell fact from fantasy or to draw a line 
between the literal and the metaphorical. Most 
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contemporary anthropologists rightly disown 
these stratagems, insisting on principle that 
other people cannot be ranked on any scale 
of reason, intelligence or maturity that might 
justify taking their thought and practice less 
seriously than our own. Nevertheless, many 
still subscribe to what could be called the 
‘willing suspension of disbelief ’, analogous to 
that of theatre-goers who, for the duration of 
the performance, allow themselves to be swept 
up into the make-believe world enacted on 
stage as if it were real life.

To take this stance, however, is to deny 
that the words and deeds of others, especially 
when they grate with our understanding, have 
any hold on reality. It, too, is a stratagem for 
protecting our backs, for convincing ourselves 
that regardless of what people say or do, reality-
as-we-know-it remains inviolate. Donning the 
mantle of omniscience, we declare that the 
world perceived and enacted by the people, 
and which for them is entirely real, is in truth 
a construction built of concepts, beliefs and 

values that add up to what is commonly called 
their ‘culture’. Human worlds, we insist, are 
culturally constructed – except, of course, our 
own, since bathed in the light of reason, we can 
see what they cannot, namely that these diverse 
constructions are but alternative fabrications 
of a given reality. Their view is suspended 
in a web of meaning, ours is grounded in 
objective fact. We are spectators in the gallery 
of human variation; they are the portraits. We 
can see in, they can’t see out. This stratagem 
is reproduced every time we treat the things 
people do and say not as lessons from which 
we can learn but as evidence from which 
to build a case. It amounts to treating these 
things as symptoms of something else, of the 
hidden hand of culture that, unbeknownst to 
the people themselves, is driving their thought 
and practice. This, indeed, is to betray the 
first rule of anthropology. For to take others 
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Still from Namatjira Project (www.namatjiradocumentary.org). Expressionist painter Albert Namatjira was a pioneer for artistic freedom 
and Aboriginal rights. During his lifetime he became the first Aboriginal person to be granted Australian citizenship and carved out his place 
in modern art history. However, following his untimely death, the copyright to his work was sold by local government to a publishers. The 
impoverished Namatjira family, 60 years on, fought a legal battle to gain rights to Namatjira’s legacy. And at the end of 2017, they won. 
Namatjira Project is a documentary chartering the family’s journey, which became part of the public force fighting for their justice. Witnessing 
this lengthy legal process, confronting the history of Australian race relations and celebrating the impact of Namatjira’s art, Namatjira Project 
is politically powerful and enlightening. Namatjira Project will be screened during the #RAIArt2018 conference on 1st and 2nd June at 8pm 
at Bertha DocHouse, with a Q&A with the producer Sophia Marinos and playwright Scott Ranking, who will join us on Skype from Australia, 
introduced and moderated by Dr Diana Young (University of Queensland). Tickets available from dochouse.org

Professor Tim Ingold’s keynote for #RAIArt2018 is ‘Art and Anthropology for a Sustainable World.’  
Here we present an extract from his most recent book anthropology: why it Matters

(Continued overleaf)

http://www.namatjiradocumentary.org
http://dochouse.org
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seriously means not to close the case but to open up to 
imaginings enriched by their experience.

The questions at stake, here, go beyond those of how 
we can know the world. More fundamentally, they are 
questions of how there can be a world for us to know. 
In the inscrutable vocabulary of philosophy, questions 
of the first kind, of knowing, are epistemological; 
those of the second, of being, are ontological. While 
the shift from epistemology to ontology might sound 
arcane, it is of profound importance. Let me give 
an example to show why. During the 1930s, one of 
the most prescient anthropologists of the twentieth 
century, A. Irving Hallowell, was working among the 
Anishinaabe or Ojibwa people, indigenous hunters and 
trappers of north-central Canada. There he developed 
a close friendship with William Berens, Chief of the 
Berens River Anishinaabe. Berens was a man of great 
wisdom and intellect, taught by his own elders and 
by a lifetime of attention to the world around him, 
including its animals, its plants, and particularly its 
stones. By Hallowell’s account, his discussions with 
Berens profoundly influenced his own thinking. One 
such discussion found the pair returning to the subject 
of stones, prompted by the observation that in the 
grammar of the Ojibwa language, as formalized by 
linguists, the word for ‘stone’ appeared to be of a class 
normally applied to animate rather than inanimate 
entities. Puzzled by this, Hallowell asked, ‘Are all the 
stones we see about us here alive?’ After long reflection, 
Berens answered thus: ‘No! But some are.’ The answer, 
Hallowell recalls, left a lasting impression. But he was 
not sure what to make of it.

How could anyone seriously suggest that something 
as inert as a stone could possibly be alive? And if some 
can be alive, why should not this be so of all? One way 
of dealing with these questions might be to suppose that 
the attitudes people take towards things may be of two 
kinds. There is a common-sense practical attitude, typical 
of everyday life, and an attitude charged by faith and 
ideology, reserved for occasions of a ritual or ceremonial 
nature imbued with symbolic associations. In a treatise 
on the rudiments of religion first published in 1912, 
Émile Durkheim – founder in France of the discipline of 
sociology – called these attitudes, respectively, profane 
and sacred. Take tables, for example. We usually think 
of tables as inanimate objects, but if the table happens 
to be an altar, within the setting of a religious ceremony, 
we might well attribute to it extraordinary powers, as if 
it radiated spiritual vitality. Could it be the same with 
the Ojibwa and their stones? It must be as obvious to 
the Ojibwa as to people everywhere that stones, as 
ordinarily encountered in the natural environment, are 
inanimate. Yet some stones, on some occasions, might 
be sanctified, and appear to those who treat them so to 
be invested with a sort of aura or life-force. Is that what 
Berens meant when he pronounced that some stones 
are alive? Could his statement be taken as evidence of a 

ritual attitude, which leads people collectively to deceive 
themselves into taking for reality what they know from 
ordinary life to be fantastical?

In our secular age it is all too easy to write off what 
others say and do, when it contravenes our sensibilities, 
as mere ritual. Our portraits of exotic cultures tend to 
be daubed in ritual colours. But as Hallowell knew, it 
would have been an insult to his friend’s intelligence to 
follow this route. For his was not a statement of doctrine. 
He did not assert that stones are alive, period, as if this 
were a foregone conclusion, mandated by tradition, 
and in the face of all countervailing evidence. On the 
contrary, Berens reached his judgement only after 
long deliberation. And as he was at pains to explain to 
Hallowell, it was a judgement founded upon personal 
experience. He had observed that some stones could 
move of their own accord, and even produce sounds 
akin to speech. We, of course, who are convinced that 
stones cannot do such things, might suppose that he 
just imagined it, or dreamt it up. But were Berens with 
us now, he would doubtless want to know how, in our 
philosophy, experience and imagination can so readily 
be distinguished. Do we not experience our dreams? Is 
the world of our dreams really so different from that 
of our waking life? For those of us raised in societies 
in which scientific authority is paramount, the road to 
truth lies in separating fact from fantasy. But could it 
not be otherwise? What if truth lies in the unison of 
experience and imagination, in a world to which we are 
alive and that is alive to us?

This is not an objective truth, to be sure. But it is 
one of which we can be fully part, rather than one 
from which, as thinking subjects, we are inclined to 
exclude ourselves. As such, it can only be provisional. 
We can never speak with certainty of the world, as if 
we knew already, not because our hypotheses about it 
might later turn out to be false or our predictions awry, 
as scientists would say, but because the world itself is 
never settled in its structure and composition. It is, 
rather, continually coming into being – as indeed are we 
ourselves, being part of it. For precisely that reason, this 
ever- forming world is a perpetual source of wonder 
and astonishment. We should attend to it. This is what 
Berens teaches us, if only we are prepared to treat his 
words with the gravity they deserve. They lead us to 
question much that we otherwise take for granted. 
What is it about our own approach to reality that 
makes the idea of moving, speaking stones so obviously 
fantastical? After all, stones do wander, descending 
scree-strewn slopes under their own weight, or carried 
by water, ice or ocean waves. And they do make sounds 
when struck, against each other or by other things. It is 
as though each stone had a distinctive voice, as humans 
do. If by speech we mean the way we humans have of 
making our presence audibly felt, then might not the 
same be said of stones in their resounding? In this 
sense, they too could speak.

To pay attention to things – to watch for their 
movements and listen to their sounds – is to catch the 
world in the act, like riding the cusp of a wave ever on 
the point of breaking. Far from coming late upon a 
world wherein the die is already cast, it is to be there, 
present and alert, at the very moment of its taking 
shape. In that moment experience and imagination 
fuse, and the world comes to life. By harnessing our 
perception to the currents of world-formation we, like 
Berens, can witness the liveliness of things, including 
stones and much else besides. But this means thinking 
of life in a way very different from that imagined by 
science. It is not some secret ingredient, hidden within 
things deemed to be in possession of it, whence they 
are mobilized on the world’s stage. It is to think of life, 
rather, as the potential of the circulations of materials 
and currents of energy that course through the world to 
bring forms into being and hold them in place for their 
allotted span. It is not, then, that life is in stones. Rather, 
stones are in life. In anthropology, this understanding 
of the being and becoming of things – this ontology, 
if you will – is known as animism. Once dismissed as 
the most primitive of religions, founded on a mistaken 
belief in the spirituality of objects, animism is now 
regarded as a poetics of life that betters even science 
in its comprehension of the fullness of existence. That’s 
what comes from taking others seriously.
See: politybooks.com/bookdetail/?isbn=9781509519798

Taking Others Seriously (continued)

This is the fourth major biennial conference organised 
by the Royal Anthropological Institute in collaboration 
with the British Museum. The first, ‘Anthropology in 
the World’ in 2012, aimed to explore the manifold ways 
in which anthropology in its widest sense has been 
influential outside academia. The keynote was given by 
Gillian Tett. A short film about the conference and a 
video of the keynote is available on the RAI’s Youtube 
channel: www.youtube.com/user/royalanthro. In 
2014 the theme was ‘Anthropology and Photography’. 
In addition to a keynote by Elizabeth Edwards and 
academic presentations, five renowned photographers 

gave talks and exhibited their works. The conference 
launched the RAI’s open access publication series 
‘Anthropology and Photography’ with the first volume 
by Daniel Miller on Photography in the Age of Snapchat. 
Volumes can be freely downloaded from www.therai.
org.uk. In 2016, the theme was ‘Anthropology, the 
Weather and Climate Change’. Mike Hulme gave a 
keynote on the Cultural Functions of Climate. After the 
conference the RAI launched the Climate Change Hub, 
an online information exchange and resource website 
for anthropologists looking to maximise the impact 
of their work and incorporate an attention to climate 

change: climatechange.therai.org.uk. This year’s 
conference on ‘Art, Materiality and Representation’ is 
our largest conference to date, with over 1000 registered 
speakers. SOAS has joined the collaboration and the 
conference will be accompanied by an exhibition: 
Stories in the Making. For the conference the RAI 
launched its new Instagram account www.instagram.
com/royalanthropologicalinstitute. Follow us on 
Instagram for live conference images and use the 
hashtag #RAIArt2018 to join the conversation.

RAI Biennial Conferences

http:///politybooks.com/bookdetail/%3Fisbn%3D9781509519798
www.youtube.com/user/royalanthro
http://www.therai.org.uk
http://www.therai.org.uk
http://climatechange.therai.org.uk
http://www.instagram.com/royalanthropologicalinstitute
http://www.instagram.com/royalanthropologicalinstitute


3The Royal Anthropological Institute Review – Conference Edition 2018

Radical craft: alternative ways of Making
As part of #RAIArt2018 the Royal Anthropological 
Institute invited a number of artists to display their 
work in the Stories in the Making Exhibition, SOAS 
Cloister. One of the artists, Andrew Omondig, will 
present several of his pieces alongside a film about his 
practice made by anthropologist Trevor Marchand 
(awarded the RAI Rivers Memorial Medal in 2014) 
as part of a Craftspace commission. Craftspace is a 
charity creating opportunities to see, make and be 
curious about exceptional contemporary craft. They 
initiate artistic programmes which stimulate creative 
excellence, critical thinking and understanding 
of contemporary crafts in the widest social and 
cultural contexts. Craftspace’s approach to exhibition 
development is driven by a process of enquiry and 
action research. For the exhibition Radical Craft: 
Alternative Ways of Making, they collaborated with 
ActionSpace in London, which supports artists with 
learning disabilities, to create a residency for Andrew 
Omoding. The purpose was to enable Andrew to 
express his creativity and make new work in a larger 
space than was available for him in the ActionSpace 
studio. A shared aim was also to create a critical 
framework for the appreciation of Andrew’s creative 
process and its outcomes. They were keen to explore 
what they could learn from Andrew and how this 
might contribute to thinking and knowledge about 
craft and making.

Craftspace commissioned social anthropologist 
Trevor Marchand to acquire a holistic understanding 
of and insight into Andrew’s creative practice through 
study, observation and documentation. The findings 
were represented in the exhibition in a film and the 
catalogue essay. They chose Trevor because of his 
previous field research into various craft practices. 
His interest in “focusing on the complex relation 
between the human brain, hands and tools, as well as 
on problem solving with tools” was highly pertinent to 
this action research project.

Andrew’s residency took place at ACAVA one day a 
week for nine weeks between September and October 
2015. It culminated in a sharing event at ActionSpace 
to display the scale of work produced and to reflect on 
his achievements. Andrew’s family, friends and other 
ActionSpace artists attended. In addition to a film of 
his residency Andrew was represented in the Radical 
Craft exhibition with two artworks, ‘Tom Baby’ and 
‘Teddy’.

wrapped and bound segments of several polypropylene 
ropes together, generating new relations between them, 
and new possibilities.

 At this point, I asked cautiously what he was 
creating. He paused, then replied, ‘Table for people 
eating’. Shortly after, he volunteered that he was not yet 
ready to label the work, but instead had first to continue 
making it. At some point later that afternoon he 
declared it to be a ‘dance floor’ (a recurring theme from 
an earlier project), but that idea was soon abandoned 
for ‘table’ once again.

The mutability of the thing’s identity led me to 
conjecture that Andrew does not make with (or 
toward) a preconceived idea, statement, or thing in 
mind. No sketches are made, no discussion is had, 
and no measurable moments of still contemplation 
take place. During the early weeks of my residency 
with Andrew, I consistently observed these apparent 
“absences”, whether at the point of embarking on a 
new component for the project, between activities of 
selecting materials and making with them, or at other 
stages during the project’s progression. It therefore 
struck me that, instead, the principal generator of his 
work are the materials that Andrew finds on his own or 
is presented with, and to which he is attracted because 
of their particular aesthetic or sensible properties and 
potentials. As an artist, Andrew is compelled to make 
with them: to create relations between otherwise 
disparate things, and to draw them together into new 
arrays of meaning that are forever becoming, without 
fixed starting points or conclusions.

Like Andrew’s art works, my understanding of his 
processes transformed and grew as I continued to 
study and photograph his studio practice, and as the 
friendship and trust between us evolved.

*A full-length version of this essay, titled ‘Dwelling in 
Craftwork: the art of Andrew Omoding’, will appear 
in the 2019 special issue of the Journal of European 
Ethnology and Cultural Analysis. Some of Andrew’s 
work, together with Trevor’s film, will on display during 
the conference in the Stories in the Making exhibition, 
SOAS cloisters. Come and talk to Andrew about his work 
in the Narrate: Meet the Makers session on Saturday 
2nd June at 2.30pm.

A second search for supplies was conducted. From 
the depths of a carrier bag Andrew recovered a tousle 
of hefty blue and white polypropylene ropes and 
cords, several spools of sturdy white thread, fourteen 
matching clothes pegs, and a clear plastic take-away 
tub containing an assortment of brilliant white buttons, 
bobbles, beaded bracelets, and a metal butterfly 
clip. Each item possessed latent potential to become 
something different in Andrew’s evolving assemblage.

All but the ropes and cords were put aside for 
the time being. Blue ropes were separated out from 
white, and Andrew knotted several of the same colour 
together at their ends, tied knots along their lengths, 
or uncoiled ends to liberate the strands that composed 
them in a tight clockwise twist. The knots produced 
tension, torsion, bending, and twisting in the fibres, 
causing the ropes to snake and curve in relation to 
one another. Working responsively with these new 
properties, Andrew began artfully arranging the ropes 
like painted lines on his cloth canvas, at first framing 
the panels of green hessian and then shepherding 
curves and swaggers to intrude upon those green 
spaces. With remaining pieces of black cloth, Andrew 

extract from 
Explorations in Creativity with Andrew Omoding: 

Artist, Maker, and Raconteur
Trevor H.J. MarcHand 

Andrew and Trevor at work.

 Artist Andrew Omoding.
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Nicola Mai has solved somewhat of an ethical 
conundrum with his latest film Travel. A sociologist, 
ethnographer and filmmaker, Mai is dedicated to 
analysing the experiences and representations of 
migrants working in the global sex industry. But when 
it came to turning his original research findings into 
film form, Mai faced opening a can of worms full of 
complex problems: how do you make a film about sex 
workers who do not want to be seen or exposed?

“I wanted to talk about migration and the tension 
between self-realisation and expectation throughout 
the migration journey,” explains Mai. “The ethics of 
this put a restraint on the visibility of sex workers, 
because of the harsh stigma they are subjected to. At 
the same time, I wanted them to be included, however 
the other ethical constraint I had was that I never 
wanted to reproduce a voyeuristic approach, which is 
often associated with sex work.”

Mai eventually found a way to overcome these 
challenges, through experimental ethnofiction; a visual 
approach that draws on participants’ willingness to 
discuss and realise their existence through improvised 
enactments within a fictive framework. “I wanted to 
use ethnofiction to record particular salient moments 

of ethnographic observations that I could not possibly 
reproduce by filming them as they happened,” he says.

“I had the privilege of being in a private setting 
with people who are confident enough to tell me 
their stories directly in a language that is uncensored, 
through a rapport of empathy that I’ve built throughout 
the years, so I found in ethnofiction a possibility to 
project and protect their identities, enabling their 
participation without exposure, because they never 
actually had to feel under pressure to reveal.”

Working with L’Association Les Amis du Bus des 
Femmes, an association dedicated to protecting the 
rights of sex workers in Paris, Mai collaborated with 8 
Nigerian women through workshops aimed at creating 
the fictional character of ‘Joy’; the embodiment of the 

group’s own collective experiences. Using multiple 
actors as Joy to embody the lives of these real women, 
Mai took his approach a step further, with some of the 
women who wrote the film also acting as Joy; “that 
was a mechanism we found to protect their identities 
again,” says Mai, “because nobody can say who is one 
of the real sex workers and who is an actor, so that is a 
way to enhance their participation.”

The resulting process was a great adventure for Mai, 
and describing the biggest reward he received from 
the process, he cites the women’s reaction to viewing 
Travel for the first time; “they felt I was able to express 
everything they wanted to say, so that was for me the 
most important validation. As an anthropologist that’s 
all you want, to be able to express the voices of the 
people you worked with.”

While Mai focuses on the ambivalent dynamics 
of exploitation these women have faced, he hopes 
the lasting impression is one of agency. “What I 
want people to be left with is a sense of agency of 
these women, as the debate around the sex industry 
particularly when it concerns African women tends to 
stereotypically reproduce a vision of victimhood and 
passivity,” he explains.

“We have to accept that sometimes the decisions 
sex workers take are not those that we would take, 
we need to acknowledge that they express some will 
and decision. These women are very resilient and 
strong, so I wanted people to understand and feel 
the complexity of women’s circumstance ¬, I want 
the audience to leave the cinema with a sense of the 
intricacy of freedom and how it is contextualised – 
people can express their agency and freedom by 
complying to the forces that dominate their lives, as 
well as resisting them.”

TRAVEL, a two screen installation, will be screened 
throughout the conference as part of the Stories in 
the Making Exhibition in room SG36 (through the 
Cloisters). Screenings take place on 2nd June at 11.15, 
12.30, 14.45 and 16.45 and on 3rd June at 11.15, 12.30, 
13.45 and 15.45. On both days the Director will be 
present at the 11.15 screening to introduce the film and 
for a Q and A. 

The Royal Anthropological Institute maintains an 
extensive catalogue of ethnographic film. TRAVEL is 
available to buy from www.raifilm.org. TRAVEL was 
screened as part of the 15th RAI Film Festival in 2017. 
The next RAI Film Festival will take place on 27–29 
March 2019 at the Watershed Cinema in Bristol (UK). 
Early Bird submissions to the festival are now open 
until 30 June. Standard submissions will stay open 
until 31 August. Submissions can be made through the 
RAI film website.

how to make a film about subjects who do not want to be seen
An interview with Nicola Mai, director of “TRAVEL”

cHarloTTe Harding
RAI FIlM FESTIvAl REPORTER 

Gina Joy.

Nick Mai.

http://www.raifilm.org
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Chiadikōbi Nwaubani: Susu Boy

Chiadikōbi Nwaubani was born in London in 1991 to 
Igbo parents. He returned with them to live in Nigeria 
between 1994 and 1997, and subsequently travelled 
back and forth between the UK and Nigeria. Having 
encountered many historical photographs of Igbo 
culture online, mainly digitised from old ethnographic 
accounts such as N. W. Thomas’s Anthropological 
Reports, he created the Ukpuru blog in 2010, where he 
reposts them along with associated information.

Below Chiadikōbi Nwaubani describes how he 
began experimenting with the archival images and 
interrogating them through his art practice. ‘Susu Boy’ 
is Nwaubani’s response to Plate VIII of N. W. Thomas’s 
Anthropological Report on Sierra Leone, published in 
1916. From Thomas’s photographic registers, we know 
that the subject was in fact Momo Samura. The original 
photographs, from which the plate was made, were 

notes from the archive
The Royal Anthropological Institute has an extensive 
archive of manuscripts, photographs and film, recently 
digitalised as part of the Wiley Digital Archives 
project. A lot of this material is from the collections 
of anthropologies working in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, such as Northcote Whitridge Thomas 
(1868–1936), the first trained anthropologist to be 
appointed to the post of ‘Government Anthropologist’ 
by the British Colonial Office. The materials collected 
by early anthropologists – particularly physical-type 
photographs – have been subject to much critical 
reflection by contemporary anthropologists. But how 
do they appear to those outside the discipline?

Some of N.W. Thomas’ photographs are currently 
exhibited in the Royal Anthropological Institute’s 
meeting room as part of Professor Paul Basu’s [Re:]
Entanglements project re-entanglements.net 
(SOAS). [Re:]Entanglements is a project funded 
by the UK’s Arts & Humanities Research Council, 
which is re-engaging with the ethnographic archive 
– including objects, photographs, sound recordings, 
botanical specimens, published work and fieldnotes 
– assembled by N. W. Thomas, in Southern Nigeria 
and Sierra Leone between 1909 and 1915. As well as 
better understanding the historical context in which 
these materials were gathered, the project seeks 
to re-think their significance in the present asking 
what they mean for different communities today. 
As the project progresses it will involve the staging 
of innovative ‘exhibition experiments’ designed to 
engage with diverse publics, including Nigerian and 
Sierra Leonean communities in West Africa and the 
UK.

With this in mind, we decided to publish in the 
RAI Review responses by three different artists to 
some of the content of the RAI archive: paintings and 
text by the artist and designer Chiadikōbi Nwaubani 
in response to the photographs of NW Thomas, an 
art installation staged in the Royal Anthropological 
Institute building by visual artist Andrei Nacu in 
response to the same, and finally a throwback from the 
1990s – the reproduction of an Anthropology Today 
article ‘Tricky Positions: A Conversation Between 
Dave Lewis and Chris Wright.’

taken in Samaia in the Northern Province of Sierra 
Leone in May 1914.

“I became involved in the [Re:]Entanglements 
project after sharing some of the designs I made with 
Northcote Thomas’s published photographs online. My 
initial involvement with Northcote’s work was through 
the lens of a descendant of the people he depicted in 
his photographs. I was interested in the ‘physical type’ 
portraits he made. Even though I was not familiar with 
the history of this kind of anthropological photograph, 
I had some idea about the nature of colonialism, which 
these photographs seemed to affirm. I started the 
Ukpuru blog in 2010 in which I post old photographs 
of the Igbo area that I have found online, particularly 
from early European ethnographies. My interest in 
ethnography comes from witnessing masquerades 
in my ancestral home town in Umuahia. The Ekpo 
masquerades, as they are known, have an imposing 
presence. The designs of the masks are highly varied 
and quite detailed. These figures were some of the 
earliest images I drew.

I took some of Northcote Thomas’s published 
photographs and manipulated them with gradient 
colours – colours that were quite sharp, like purple and 
a kind of neon red. These colours gave a lively theme 
to the photos, and also a pop art feel. In this way, I feel 
that the subjects are transported from being a ‘type’ 

FirsT publisHed on 
RE-ENTANGlEMENTS.NET

A young Chiadikōbi Nwaubani and Ekpo 
masquerade in Umuahia, Nigeria.

N.W. Thomas by Chiadikōbi Nwaubani.

http://re-entanglements.net
http://re-entanglements.net
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into being a symbol of history – both colonial and 
indigenous… a kind of vision of the past.

More recently I have been making paintings on 
paper, which bring out stronger themes. My use of black 
for fleshing out figures, not only draws out the focus 
on race, but also seems quite similar to Ekpo masks – 
these represent ghosts and ancestral spirits. The first 
of this type of painting I made was ‘Susu Boy’. When I 
first saw the photograph in Thomas’s Anthropological 
Report, it struck me as a kind of lonely looking study 
of the young man because of where he was positioned 
in the book. There is no name in the caption. The only 
information left for the viewer is the man’s features, 
particularly ones that are suggested to be racial, and 
also his skin colour. With so little information, I am 
led to imagine what might be happening ‘off camera’, 
in the margins. What happened just before the photo 
was taken? Or just after? What was the nature of the 
relationship between the man photographed and the 
photographer?

The arm of a white man holds the number board. 
Although no measure or number board may be found 

on the published photograph or negative, I wanted 
to draw attention to the ‘scientific’ presentation of 
the subject. The numbers, the measure, the presence 
of the hand with the board – these are used to frame 
the story and to raise questions pertaining to what 
was happening around the subject, both literally and 
figuratively considering the situation that this area of 
the world was in at the time. Most of this – and his 
– story will, for the most part, remain unknown. The 
jumbled numbers and bright colours give a sense of 
turmoil in the background – even if not literal turmoil, 
then one coming from the nature of the study of the 
subject and the way we see these images today in 
relation to what we know of the past.”

Chiadikōbi Nwaubani installing ‘Susu Boy’ as part of 
the Photographic Affordances exhibition at the Royal 
Anthropological Institute, london.

The original ‘Susu Boy’ physical type photograph 
published in N. W. Thomas’s Anthropological Report 
on Sierra leone (1916). In fact, we know this is Momo 
Samura, photographed by Thomas in Samaia in the 
Northern Province of Sierra leone in May 1914.

‘Susu Boy’ by Chiadikōbi Nwaubani, 2018.

A contemporary vision of the past? N.W. Thomas’s 
anthropological photographs reworked by Chiadikōbi 
Nwaubani.

Two of the physical type photographs taken by NW Thomas (glass plates from the RAI archive 400.16655 and 400.16654).
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literal sense, provides the physical space for involuntary 
framing of each person passing the threshold of 
this institution in order to address the politics of 
representation within early anthropological methods. 
Every time a person enters or exits the RAI, this frame 
contains him or her and an image is taking place. All 
these tableaux vivants resemble the strategy used by 
many early anthropologists, including NW Thomas 
to photograph people as “types” or specimens with a 
number assigned and sometimes literally attached to 
each person.

While working with NWT’s images, a number of 
questions started to take shape in my mind:

Who actually owns these images? Who is using 
them? In what way? For what?

Who should own these images? Who should 
use them? In what way? For what?

I don’t know what the right answers would be, as I’m 
not even close to a position from witch to give such 
answers, yet, I truly believe that these are important 
questions, that need to be raised. However, there are 

a convenient numbering device
Andrei Nacu (b. 1984) is a visual artist based in London, 
currently working as a Photo Assistant at the Royal 
Anthropological Institute. In his creative practice, 
he uses documentary photography, the family album 
and the photographic archive to create stories which 
analyze the junction between personal memory and 
social history. His most recent work includes video, 
installation and performance, and focuses on the politics 
of representation and media archaeology. In 2013 he 
graduated with an MA in Documentary Photography 
from the University of Wales, Newport and previously 
studied Visual Arts at the George Enescu University of 
Arts Iași, Romania. www.andreinacu.ro 

“A convenient numbering device” (2018) is an art 
intervention created by the artist Andrei Nacu as a 
response to the Photographic Affordances exhibition 
curated by Prof. Paul Basu, currently on display in 
the RAI meeting rooms, with images taken by N.W. 
Thomas, the first Government Anthropologist to be 
appointed by the British Colonial Office.

The hand holding the numbering device from one 
of NWT’s photos was printed, cut out and placed 
behind the RAI’s fanlight, transforming the meaning of 
the street number. The door, as to say the frame in its 

The description of a “convenient numbering device” to be used by anthropologists in the 
field, as found in the fifth edition of “Notes and queries on anthropology”, published in 1929.

A convenient numbering device, front 
door of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute. Andrei Nacu.

A list of physical types photographs by NW 
Thomas in “Report of the British Association 
for the Advancement of Science” 1913.

also other questions, to which I know I will have to 
answer for myself.

I’m not an anthropologist.

Is this an excuse? is this a virtue? is this a 
shortcoming / a lack? is this an alibi / defence? 
is this an explanation? Is this a reason? Is this a 
privilege? is this ignorance? Is this complicity?

I am white.

Is this an excuse? is this a virtue? Is this a 
shortcoming / a lack? is this an alibi / a defence? 
is this an explanation? Is this a reason? Is this a 
privilege? Is this ignorance? Is this complicity?

I am an educated male.

Is this an excuse? is this a virtue? Is this a 
shortcoming / a lack? is this an alibi / a defence? 
is this an explanation? Is this a reason? Is this a 
privilege? Is this ignorance? Is this complicity?

http://www.andreinacu.ro
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D – I try and rationalize things, I’ve been taking pictures 
for a long time. When I went to Imperial College I 
phoned up and said this is what I’ve been doing, these 
are the institutions I’m working with, but then I found 
myself doing this 20 min. monologue about why they 
should allow me access. And when I went there I looked 
at photographs which are part of Huxley’s archive, or 
stuff that was sent to him, and it was quite obvious that 
what the person, the guardian, was saying to me was 
that Huxley didn’t actually take photographs, he was 
just in receipt of them. Which was like saying his hands 
can’t be sullied by all this. So I looked through all the 
photos and at the environment, and then I thought that 
it’s not a very interesting space but it would be good to 
take some pictures here anyway, as part of the process. 
But I was denied access to photograph the room, I 
was denied access to photograph the folders, even the 
outside of the folders. And it got a bit distressing really 
because you always get this impression that things 
are being kept underneath, that there are things that I 
wasn’t ever going to see. It left a bad taste in my mouth 
really because these are the areas that I think other 
people want to explore, and these are the sort of barriers 
they’re going to come up against. And in a way I had the 
weight of the institutions there to help me along. Now 
if it was just Dave Lewis going to Cambridge University, 
would they have let me in? It’s questionable, it can never 
be answered but ...

C – That’s the double-edged thing about people saying 
that they want the archives to be open and accessible 
to people, and yet they still want to maintain control 
over it.

D – The thing that pisses me off is that when you go 
in there and you start talking to them about archives 
and they start saying that ‘pictures, they’re very delicate 
you know, and they have to be stored properly’, they 

the time it’s down to the artist to go out and publicize 
it to people, to their peer groups, which in my case are 
not the same people who would, as a matter of course, 
go to the Gallery. 

C – Why do all these institutions want to be involved 
in this dialogue?

D – They have an agenda, for example the ‘year of music’, 
or whatever. But how much do they want to? I mean it’s 
been 15 years since the last one. (Observers of Man, an 
exhibition of anthropological photography organized 
by the RAI in 1980.) You have to start questioning 
exactly how badly do you want to do it? And why do 
you want to do it? It’s just part of an agenda. Why does 
this happen? Who are the agenda planners? These are 
questions which I don’t have the power to address. 
photography organized by the RAI in 1980.) 

C – It seems to be based on the notion of an equal 
dialogue, of you being able to put your views across on 
an equal footing with the archivists and the institutions. 
But any kind of dialogue is as much about finding where 
you don’t communicate, as where you do.

D – A lot of it’s bollocks really. Some of the people I’ve 
met through this project have been quite genuine about 
their aims, and the genuine ones have said ‘this is the 
space which I’m working within, Dave, and I can only 
work within this space with you’. You can only do so 
much.

 C – To what extent do you think institutions want to 
co- opt the artists? You obviously got help from some 
institutions, but those which weren’t helpful, what 
impression did you get of why they were concerned? 

This article was first published in Anthropology Today, 
Vol 12, No 2 (April 1996) pp.12–16. Stable url: doi.
org/10.2307/2783295. Reproduced here with the kind 
permission of John Wiley & Sons Ltd and the current 
editor of Anthropology Today. Copyright: The Royal 
Anthropological Institute.

At the time of writing, Dave Lewis was a freelance 
photographer and teacher based in London. His work 
has been exhibited widely in the UK and internationally. 
He is a member of Autograph: the Association of Black 
Photographers. He contributed to the exhibition The 
impossible science of being. 

Chris Wright was the Photographic Librarian at 
the Royal Anthropological Institute, and co-curated 
the exhibition The impossible science of being: 
dialogues between anthropology and photography with 
Christopher Pinney and Roslyn Poignant. 

C – What is the baggage that these people are carrying? 
(See first photograph) 

D – It’s about taking back our things! Our photos, our 
artefacts. It questions the issues involved with taking 
people’s pictures, and then taking them away with you. 
This photo is about taking them back. I spoke to Ros 
Poignant, who’s doing some work in Australia, where 
she’s traced the ancestors of the people in photos, and 
has taken them back. It’s like bringing them back home. 
I would like my father and mother to see my images and 
understand what it is I’m getting at, because I do see 
a connection between myself and my ancestry, which 
I’ve seen in the archives. I see a very strong connection, 
it’s not like a tenuous link...I have been looking at 
individuals who are directly related to me. That’s always 
in my mind. I perceived that what was happening with 
the exhibition The Impossible Science of Being, was 
very much about a bridge being made so that people can 
understand what the archives are about. The problem I 
foresee is that the ‘doors’ would not be any more open 
than they were before the exhibition. I would like to 
see an education project for schools and colleges to say 
that there are these archives here, they are of historical 
interest, and my pictures are one person’s vision of them. 
Teach people that this is what a photographer saw, not 
necessarily all that can be said. I got used to seeing a 
lot of pictures which weren’t very pleasant. There was 
one time in Cambridge when I actually had to turn my 
head away from looking at an image because I felt it 
was so disturbing. Why would they want to do that 
to a human being? You start questioning nineteenth-
century anthropology and culture. 

C – In a positive sense then, archival photographs can 
be educational? 

D- Yes. Photographs don’t exist in a vacuum. If the 
powers that be, Cambridge, Oxford, and the RAI, want 
to allow access to them, then they can be educational. 

C – Faisal [Abdu’Allah, another of the artists involved 
in the exhibition] was saying that the people for whom 
the exhibition would be educational are those who 
would not necessarily go to the Photographers’ Gallery 
to see it. Are we preaching to the converted? 

D – Yes, I think that’s always going to happen. The 
minute you do an exhibition with an institution, or 
a large organization, you come underneath their 
umbrella. How much of your body can you put outside 
of the umbrella to call people in? I don’t know? A lot of 

Tricky positions
A conversation between Dave Lewis and Chris Wright

(c) Dave lewis 1995 Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain 
and Ireland.

http://doi.org/10.2307/2783295
http://doi.org/10.2307/2783295
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don’t work. It occurred to me that what he was saying, 
I was doing. I see my work as a process. I think that’s 
really important. 

C – Foster’s talks about artists and anthropologists 
as being envious of each other. Artists are envious of 
anthropologists because they have this self-reflexivity, 
and anthropologists are envious of artists because 
they produce works such as collages. But there seems 
to be a fracture between ideas in anthropology, and 
the discipline of anthropology. Within the academic 
university set-up there are things you can and cannot 
do. It seems that from artists there is this interest in 
anthropology, a desire to make it broader, but as an artist 
you have to work with a certain space of exhibition. 
Both are dealing with the constraints imposed by 
institutions. 

D – Most people like the system the way it is, and 
want to leave it like that. In terms of photography there 
are always things left out, smells, sounds. Originally I 
wanted to do a piece for the exhibition whereby you had 
visuals on one side and on the other these noises and 
you would walk through it. In many ways my art is only 
an approximation. I’m never going to get the exact effect 
of being there. Obviously, this is part of the dilemma 
of my practice, and it should be challenged, that’s what 
gives a work its life in my opinion. In Grenada in the 
Caribbean, the first thing I remember seeing when I 
was about 10 or 11 is houses full of photographs on the 
walls, many of which went back fifty years or more. In 
my opinion these photographs are just as precious as 
anything any archives have got stored. They had more 
significance for me, especially in that environment. 
They are about families and inter- sections between 
generations, you can trace people’s lives through them. 
This is the way I feel anthropology should be working. 
But if you can’t see the bloody photographs, how can 
you begin to trace any connections? A very modern 
solution is what you’re doing by putting it on computer, 
so you can get to it quicker. But the overall context 
needs more attention. 

C – You’re talking about personal use of the archive. 
Not everybody has their own museum, but everybody 
does have their own history. You’re denying the photos 
that part of their history by keeping them in an archive, 
because they’re generally not available like that. This is 
what’s important about taking them back to the places 
they’re from and finding out those histories. But the 
computerization of this material raises a question. 
Once you’ve got it all on computer or CD-ROM, and 
can preserve it, what are you going to do with it? Are 
you just going to forget about it? For years institutions 
have been struggling to preserve and conserve, and now 
computerization seems to represent an opportunity to 
do this. At what point do you stop cataloguing? You 
think you have something fairly well catalogued, you 
have the date, the photographer, some idea of what 
was going on in the photo, and yet when I recently ‘re- 
turned’ some photos, you find that somebody can talk 
to you about one photograph for one-and-a-half hours. 
You suddenly think that you haven’t got it catalogued 
at all. 

D – I think that’s a very important point. The 
ramifications of what you’ve just said should open up 
a lot of minds within anthropology, in terms of what it 
is they’re actually doing, and who is it who’s doing the 
work? Hopefully the people who come in to institutions 
like the RAI will change, but as I look around the walls 
here [at portraits of past presidents of the RAI] it 
becomes more and more doubtful. 

C – In choosing three black photographers were you 
being made representative, made to answer back? 
Zarina [Bhimji, the third exhibition artist] was worried 

it. I thought it was an on-going process. You can have a 
dialogue between people in book form which seemingly 
states facts, or you could have something more like a 
newspaper where various comments come in and are 
updated. But at some point somebody is pressing the 
pause button, just like now you’re going to choose to 
edit and select what I say. Hopefully I’ll have some 
sort of say in the final product. But obviously it’s not 
always like that, and I know that these are all very tricky 
positions. 

C – Contemporary art is very interested in anthropology 
partly because they’ve realized that there’s this overlap 
– art is part of culture, and anthropology is the 
study of culture. It seems that art is very interested 
in anthropological self-questioning, and the idea 
of reflexivity and looking at what you’re doing. But 
however reflexive the anthropologist is, there’s still 
going to be editing and decision making, so how do the 
roles of artist and anthropologist overlap in that sense? 
A lot of artists get involved with community projects 
which would seem to have a very direct anthropological 
overlap, that you’re involved in participant observation 
and you’re doing this piece of work, and one obvious 
end product would be a collaborative art work rather 
than one person’s vision. 

D – It’s a popular way of working, when you’re doing 
workshops, or if you come from my kind of community-
based background, which is very much what you’ve 
just outlined. But it won’t come within the realms of 
anthropology, as I’ve seen it working. Which is my 
whole point about taking pictures. I’m asking how is 
it working now. I don’t see any contemporary photos. 
When I was in Holland in the Museum of Ethnology 
in Rotterdam they did have a very small exhibition of 
contemporary anthropological photos, which dismayed 
me a bit because it was exactly the same as the type 
of pictures that had been taken a hundred years ago. 
Without recreating stuff, which is my point about 
education, going back over it again, it’s always going 
to recreate itself like this, it’s self-fulfilling. Some of the 
people who work within institutions, who work within 
that environment, I can see them working within this 
box. And some of them want to get out, some want 
to push the boundaries of the box and make it not so 
square, others are quite comfortable with it, because 
there are a lot of people out there waiting to question 
your actions and motivations. Hal Foster¹ talks about 
artist as ethnographer, and ethnographer as artist, and 
how the two overlap and how the two together just 

go over all these conservation processes, after I’ve told 
them that I do know a bit about photography. A degree 
doesn’t entitle you to know masses about photography 
but... It’s still that thing about I’m going to tell you what 
this is, and how you should do this. 

C – Photos are at the same time both artefacts that 
are old, and if you’re going to preserve them they need 
conservation, but they are also images. What point is 
there in preserving them as artefacts, if you’re going to 
ignore what they are as images? 

D – Exactly. I’ve taken some pretty vicious pictures...
and it’s not that I want to censor that, but you wonder if 
you’re actually achieving anything with that. 

C – There’s some material that we chose not to put 
in the exhibition...there’s stuff that’s actually very 
shocking, and we discussed whether or not to include 
that kind of material. But there’s a fine line between the 
kind of responsibility you feel you have putting a show 
on in public, and censorship. Are you censoring by not 
including that kind of material. Faisal [Abdu ‘Allah] 
came in and was really shocked by some of the material. 
But what do you achieve by showing that? You would 
shock people, but is that what you want to do? 

D – There are a couple of pictures which I need to do, 
like the one with the gloves on, which is about violence, 
it’s about beating somebody up and not leaving any 
marks, because this is how I feel towards it. It’s not 
about a specific person, I don’t feel like this towards 
Chris Wright because he’s fucking doing this and doing 
that, but it’s a gut reaction. I have to think carefully 
about how this fits in with it all. I’m not only going 
to take stuff back, I’m going to destroy anyone who’s 
in there...’cause this is how I feel. The image with the 
gloves is standing outside the Pitt Rivers, with knuckle-
dusters. It’s like the flip side of the image of going to the 
RAI and taking stuff back. 

C – How would you feel if the RAI bought a piece of 
your work? 

D – It’s a matter of when isn’t it? (laughter) 

C – It will be up on the wall, so it’ll function as a piece 
of public art, but it will also form part of the RAI’s 
Photographic Collection. 

D – What, it’ll actually be part of the collection? 

C – Yes, it’ll be catalogued as part of the collection. 

D – Well half of me says it’s about bloody time that 
you started to buy artists’ critical work. The other half 
needs convincing about the sincerity of it all. 

C – There seems to be a kind of cut-off point, somehow 
early photos are of more ‘interest’. If they’re not from 
the early 1900s or before, and showing colonialism in 
practice, then we’re not interested. 

D – Yes, what interests me is why this stance has 
happened. Why is it like that? What do these photos 
represent? I’m presuming they represent some stoic 
form of Britishness. It’s a protective stance, ‘this is 
ours, we’ve taken it, we’re looking after it now because 
we can look after it better than anyone else can’. And 
that goes right to the foundations of Empire, which is 
obviously still in existence in some kind of aberrant 
form. My question to the RAI would be, what is it you’re 
actually dealing with? I would ask them to define what 
anthropology is, and to define what aspects of it they are 
concerned with. If there is a cut-off point, then I think 
you should change your name. Because it’s obviously 
not the study of anthropology, at least as I understand 

(c) Dave lewis 1995 Royal Anthropological Institute 
of Great Britain and Ireland.
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as well, that’s the other thing that’s missing when 
people start working on all the text stuff, they miss 
out on the emotion. There’s nothing wrong with being 
angry that people have been photographed like this. A 
lot of the time I find that’s what is missing. It becomes 
a kind of theory exercise. Part of why we were chosen 
as the three artists is because we have some kind of 
theory education. But that doesn’t stop me having an 
emotional response. 

C – Would you like to see some kind of education pack 
that gets taken round to schools? 

D – Yes, but I’d like to see the various institutions getting 
more involved. They could make copies of archival 
material that could be seen and handled by visiting 
school parties. They’ve got so much stuff and it should 
be copied. You’re putting stuff on computer which 
is good, and it should have been done years ago. So 
somebody can come in and press a button and see this 
stuff, and stop representing the archives as ‘romantic’ 
photos from another age for fuck’s sake. At the end of 
the day my work is about a very personal response to 
the archive images which I saw. I was trying to deal 
with the black body, which I have and which I like, it’s 
about being in control of your body. My black body 
clashes with the forces of politics and law and order 
represented by Haddon, it happened a hundred years 
ago and it still happens now. I’m trying to show how 
problematic classification is, and I’m not sure if I’ve got 
it right, but I’ll be fucked if I’m going to do stuff which is 
just safe, or which doesn’t confront these issues. There’d 
be no point in me doing it. When I go to Oxford or 
Cambridge and I have to explain myself, about what it 
is I’m trying to do, and I’ve got to make everybody feel 
comfortable, and I’ve got to do this and that, before I’ve 
even seen a single image. This is the reality.

C – How do you explain yourself? 

D – Well I don’t make excuses for what it is that I’m 
doing ... I was at one of the institutions, and I was with 
this guy Richard (who is white) who’s my assistant, and 
someone came up to him and said ‘Hello, David Lewis?’ 
and I felt so sorry for Richard because he goes through 
this so often. It’s like he must be David. You’d like to say 
to yourself that this has nothing to do with it... 

C – An honest mistake. 

D – Again. But it’s part of the problem. It’s to do with 
my body and what I look like, it can get tricky. 

C – What’s changed perhaps is the perception of black 
artists being peripheral, being kept outside and denied 
access to mainstream. People have worked very hard to 
get more access, to get work shown, to change opinions, 
and at the very point where that has perhaps started 
to happen the ground has been shifted. The centre/
periphery model is now something that we want to 
dispose of, and it’s now become much more complex. 
Anthropology, if it’s used in a particular way, can ask 
questions about these issues. 

D – For me that’s the power of anthropology. I came 
into this show thinking that I’d have to deal with all 
these people first before I could get to see any pictures. 
I think that one of the good things about whatever this 
thing anthropology is, is that it can bring new readings 
to the way we live. I think that’s good. But how an 
umbrella is constructed over this process, I might have 
qualms with that. 

1 Foster, Hal ‘The artist as ethnographer?’ in Global 
visions: towards a new internationalism in the visual arts . 
Jean Fisher (ed.). London: Kala Press, 1994. Available also 
from The Institute of International Visual Arts, London.

and you take risks artistically, if it fucks up, it fucks 
up. You keep going. I don’t do things like that lightly, 
and I remember talking to the model about it, and him 
saying ‘Aren’t you meant to be enjoying this?’ and it’s 
not that I wasn’t enjoying taking pictures at the RAI, 
but it wasn’t something that I took lightly. I think there 
are more than enough misrepresented black bodies 
in the media. When I look back at it, once they were 
finished and I put them up, I thought ‘I’m not sure 
about these pictures’. I like them more now, but in a 
lot of ways they seem like beginning paragraphs to a 
larger series of pictures. It’s almost as if ... well if they 
were on computer you would click on the image and 
then you’d go through a whole series of other images. 
So what I’ve done is I’ve chosen five pivotal points. I 
can’t really see anyone giving me money to go off 
and develop this stuff. You had a lot of archival stuff 
there which you wanted to get out and show, and in 
some ways you could have had your own show, but 
that would disqualify it in some sense. I think the 
exhibition should have had something contemporary, 
something in your face, before you looked at any of the 
old images. That would have done both parties a lot of 
good, because what happens is that you step back into 
what you always thought anthropology was, it was very 
bad, very insidious, done by middle-class white men, 
who had time and money, who wanted to classify the 
world. I know some of the work was done for sexual 
gratification, I know that some of the work was to show 
how some people were closer to animals, and that one 
group of people were lower on the scale than others. 

C – When you look at these photographs as wonderful 
old photographs, it’s hard to see them as anything else. 
I don’t think you would want to pair them up, to show a 
contemporary work paired with an archival image, but 
if you did that you would at least not be able to see it as 
just an archival image, just a wonderful old photograph. 
As soon as you put six or seven old archival photographs 
together there are immediate assumptions about the 
historical aspect, the conservation aspect, and that’s 
something that’s very hard to work against. 

D – The archival photographs are still treated too 
preciously. What I’d like to see are these archival photos 
being exhibited by people who are not anthropologists, 
to say ‘here are the archives, now create your own 
exhibition’. That would be interesting because in a way 
it removes the concept of the archive. Because the 
archive is the people who are being paid to work with 
the archive. You could get groups of people to come 
in, and I would like to run workshops with them. Now 
that’s a test, but who’s going to let go of the archives? 
When you actually start to kick against the system, to 
try and prise people’s fingers apart, that’s when you find 
out what their real motivations are, that’s when you find 
out why things are being exhibited the way they are. 

C – Museums have a definite agenda now of doing work 
with, and for, the ‘community’, and maybe some of that 
is to do with what they need to do to get their grant, 
and really they still want to hang on to everything. 
Your work is interesting in that it seems to be like an 
intervention; it’s almost as if you’ve done an installation 
at the RAI and Oxford and Cambridge. It seems that’s 
the point you’re making by photographing on the 
premises rather than taking props away to a studio. 
Do you see your work as being an intervention in that 
sense? 

D – It’s like an artistic intervention, the real intervention 
would be to get half of the archives from Cambridge, 
Oxford and the RAI and to go down the road to Simba 
[a youth club where Dave grew up], get out the pictures 
and say ‘let’s create something’. Or even get the whole 
community in to look at the pictures, you’d get a whole 
heap of things from doing that. You’d get real emotion 

because she didn’t necessarily want to be labelled as a 
‘black’ artist, as far as she is concerned she is an artist 
first. By choosing three black artists for the exhibition 
are you made to represent a culture? 

D – We [the three artists] see ourselves as very different, 
the common factor is that we’re all in Autograph [The 
Association of Black Photographers], and I would say 
‘Black’, which is my point of view, these are the common 
factors. We resist, at least I’ve been seen to resist, a lot 
of the comparisons that have been made, and I don’t 
want it to seem like here’s Dave Lewis in another ‘black 
show’. Obviously a lot of my work deals with issues of 
‘black identity’, but it’s that singular definition, which 
happens a lot of the time in anthropology, that I want to 
avoid. There are many definitions of who I am. I could 
have more in common with some- one I grew up with; 
a white English working-class boy. Of course I’m black, 
and of course this is part of where I’m coming from, 
that’s me Dave Lewis, not me Faisal, not me Zarina, 
they are coming from different perspectives, and until 
people get a hold of that, which they haven’t yet... 

C – If they’d had a white artist putting stuff in the 
exhibition no-one would have presumed so readily that 
he represents a definite white culture. 

D – Exactly.

C – Although maybe they would have done within the 
context of that exhibition, they would have treated it 
in a different way. Whichever way, that racial element 
is there. 

D – The picture I’ve taken at the Pitt Rivers with the 
ropes and everything, it’s like the perspectival lines in 
a photograph are supposed to be straight, but they’re 
not, they’re warped and distorted. That’s one of the 
points I’m trying to explore, these categorisations are 
still very much in effect. 

C – You said that ten years ago you wouldn’t have used 
a naked black body in the same way in your work, how 
has that changed for you? 

D – I remember there being a lot of criticism of Robert 
Mapplethorpe’s work at the time [ten years ago], his 
work was appropriated by a lot of the art institutions, 
who started paying lots of money for it, I remember 
thinking at the time, ‘here we go again, another set of 
images of naked black men’. This picture (see second 
photograph) is, I think, problematic, and I suppose I 
was thinking ‘I’m going to do something which talks 
about the black body from my perspective’. It’s about 
looking at my body in certain ways in relation to the 
portrait of Haddon, and being totally disinterested 
in Haddon’s view. I tried not to make the model into 
an object of exotica, but I don’t know how much you 
can avoid that, because you start to realize how firmly 
images are fixed in people’s minds. He [the model in 
the photo] has a pierced nipple and 95% of the people 
who looked at it said ‘oh, that needs to be retouched’, 
nobody really looked and said what is that? Is that 
nipple pierced? 

C – You can look at that image in a variety of different 
ways. For me, it’s about anthropology looking at exotic 
people and then being confronted by them. Whereas 
Haddon would have travelled elsewhere in the world 
for his confrontation. This confrontation is happening 
right at one supposed centre of anthropology, the RAI. 
It’s very confrontational. 

D – Yes, it’ll probably get me in trouble. But I didn’t 
get into photography...[C – To shirk confrontation?] 
Yes, you don’t want to be stupid about it, but I want 
to try and progress through the images I construct, 
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suggested that his three friends, two artists and one 
anthropologist, should create an installation in St Ann’s 
Well Gardens for the Brunswick festival weekend in 
summer. A few days later, Luciana wrote the rationale 
for the installation whilst at an ethnography workshop 
led by the anthropologist Paul Stoller, where she wrote 
a fictional dialogue between a researcher and a follower 
of the Afro-Brazilian Umbanda religion. At one given 
point, the Umbandista explains to the Anthropologist:

U: ‘If somebody in this house gives you a rose 
petal, don’t throw it away, because that petal has 
culture’.

A: Do you mean that nature and the ‘natural’ 
orixás are cultural too?

U: Of course, the waterfall is the culture of Oxum. 

A: Do you mean that from the perspective of 
Oxum’s body the waterfall is culture?

U: Sure. When an entity descends on a medium, it 
embodies the medium and sees things from that 
perspective. From the perspective of an orixá who 
inhabits nature, the waterfall is her culture.

A: This is like Perspectivism.

projections on water and on foliage are a collage of 
images that speak about the Anthropocene whilst also 
referencing St. Ann’s Well’s heritage, namely George 
Albert Smith, a film pioneer and lessee of the land who 
ran a film studio in its grounds between 1897 and 1903. 
The sounds being produced by a percussionist amongst 
the trees emulate nature and echo the dialogue between 
human creativity and music-making tools, evoking the 
full potential of the human transformation of natural 
and cultural resources.

A section with a symbolic fire will introduce the 
public to the ecopolitics of the installation. The 
underlying message of promoting a more empathic 
relationship between humans and nonhumans appears 
written on pebbles and bones. You are encouraged 
to suggest your own analogies for a parallel universe 
where you inhabit a different body and see the world 
from a different point of view. On Sunday, a visioner 
takes visitors on a journey where they are no longer 
human. Upon their return they are invited to create a 
clay object which captures something of their vision.

How would we see the world if we had different 
bodies?

The story
In March 2017, John TheVan, Maxine Allan, Clare 
Grotefeld and Luciana Lang met at a Victorian natural 
history museum in Hove, in the south of England. John 

In 2017 during the Brunswick Festival, members of the 
public were invited to engage empathetically with other 
forms of life on earth through a collage using natural 
elements like water, clay, sand and fire, and human-
made objects, images and sounds. The installation in 
St. Anne’s Well Gardens in Brighton and Hove was 
created by John The Van, community festival manager; 
Clare Grotefeld, artist, welder and prop maker; Maxine 
Allan, an artist and art therapist; Luciana Lang, an 
anthropologist and former potter interested in human-
disturbed environments and people’s use of commons 
and Jessica Symons, an anthropologist exploring how 
people realise imagined worlds. Luciana Lang will be 
giving a presentation on this project at #RAIArt2018 
in Panel 22 Doing, making, collaborating: art as 
anthropology. Here, she writes about the experience of 
creating the installation:

The installation
If I were a Stag explores the anthropological concepts 
of Perspectivism through an installation that hopes 
to demonstrate how the idea that animals and plants 
can also have a soul is not that foreign to the western 
worldview. This collaboration between artists and 
anthropologists invites you to engage empathetically 
with other forms of life on earth through a collage 
using natural elements like water, clay, sand and fire, 
and human-made objects, images and sounds.

The installation takes visitors through different 
sensorial experiences to explore the conversation 
between humans and the natural world through five 
different sections of the park. A metal cube wrapped 
in tree branches; clay pots hanging; water dripping; 
human-made works sink back into the earth. The Cube 
invites the public to engage with the ephemeral in the 
cycle of life, following the flow of water working its way 
through human-made objects. This transformed natural 
resource will eventually turn to mud, its original state, 
at times unveiling traces of capitalist ruins. The visual 

experiencing perspectivism through an art installation
If I were a stag…

lUCIANA lANG 

Clare welding the head-piece for the headdresses.

If I were a stag poster.
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U: What is Perspectivism?

A: It’s a model by the Brazilian anthropologist 
Viveiros de Castro, who studied the Amerindians 
and proposed that their cosmogony is the 
reverse of the Western model. According to 
some Indigenous people he spoke to, there was 
a moment in time when all humans assumed 
different bodies and species differentiated, but 
they kept the same soul, a human soul. In that way 
of seeing the world, the point of view is located in 
the body; the body is the origin of the perspective. 
So if your body is that of a jaguar, blood is like 
manioc beer, a typical drink for Amerindians on 
special occasions. Humans and animals share the 
same human soul but see the world differently 
because they have different bodies. By contrast, 
the western model is supposedly predicated on 
similarities between bodies (we are all nature) and 
singularity of souls (each of us is an individual).

The next time the group met they started to explore 
how to put the theory of Perspectivism into visual 
form. Clare, a prop-maker, thought of projections on 
water and of intertwining plants for the structure, 
and she guided them through the making of five 
headdresses; Maxine, an artist that makes bricolage 
with Victoriana, added the four elements, earth, air, 
fire and water to complement the picture; Luciana, a 
potter turned anthropologist, whose life and research 
are always entangled with mud-related materials and 
creatures, brought pottery into the design. The mud 
trope inspired the clay forms that came to constitute 
the fusion between earth and water in the conceptual 
frame of the story. We invited participants to try one of 
the headdresses to explore how one would see the world 
from the perspective of another creature: this visioning 
exercise was guided by another anthropologist, Jessica 
Symons, and accompanied by sound effects created by 
a percussionist, Pat Selden.  Installation ‘If I were a stag...’

The collection of string games and figures has a long 
history within anthropology, so much so that W.W. 
Rouse Ball, in his book An Introduction to String 
Figures (1920: 14), referred to a piece of string as 
something “without which to-day no self-respecting 
anthropologist ought to travel.”

As part of the Stories in the Making exhibition at 
#RAIArt2018, string figure experts Robyn McKenzie 
and Philip Noble will be demonstrating string games, 
as well as collecting some new ones from conference 
attendees. Philip Noble is author of ‘String Figures 
of Papua New Guinea’ (1979) University of Papua 
New Guinea. Robyn McKenzie is author of ‘From 
the contested Zone: String Figures in the Museum’, 
Museological Review, Issue 15, 2011, pp. 48-62. Philip 
and Robyn will be demonstrating string games during 
two sessions at the conference, Narrate: meet the 
makers on Saturday 2nd June at 2.30pm and String 
Stories (a chance to learn some more complex games) 
on Sunday 3rd June at 3pm, both in SOAS Cloister. 

Below are the instructions for a simple figure ‘stars 
are twinkling’ from Philip’s 1979 book ‘Why don’t you? 
String figures’ (BBC). 

String stories
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An exhibition of Art, Anthropology  
and Mongol Futurism

September 1st – 15th 2018

Greengrassi & Corvi-Mora
UCL Department of Anthropology

Nomin Bold & Baatarzorig Batjargal /  
 Bumochir Dulam
Yuri Pattison / Hedwig Waters
Dolgor Ser Od & Marc Schmitz /  
 Rebecca Empson 
Deborah Tchoudjinoff / Lauren Bonilla
Tuguldur Yondonjamts / 
 Rebekah Plueckhahn

What does the future look like, or feel like,  
from the perspective of a yak in the coal  
mining district of Hovd? A mongolian root  
extracted, illegal traded, and sold international-
ly as a pharmaceutical product? Or the toolkit 
of an urban shaman, securing economic  
futures for professional women in Ulaanbaatar?

Five Heads (Tavan Tolgoi)  is the outcome  
of an exchange of people, cultures, materials  
and disciplines. The artists in this exhibition  
re-diagram crisis — whether fast or slow — as  
a potential space for creative emergence.
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JRAI is calling for manifestos in anthropology and in 
archaeology – articles that stand as position pieces, framings 
and reviews of significant issues or debates, discussions of 
emerging themes that identify strong lines in current and future 
developments. We also welcome experimental pieces, using text 
and/or visual images.

Read the latest special issue
Dislocating Labour: Anthropological Reconfigurations

A collection that will rekindle a general interest in the complex 
relations between capital and labour among anthropologists, 
many of whom might not necessarily see themselves as working 
primarily on economic relations. 

Search online today
www.wileyonlinelibrary.com

A NEW LOOK 
FOR JRAI

A fresh alignment of 
textual and visual 
elements

Elizabeth Hallam
Editor of Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute
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interdisciplinary event will promote collaboration 
and exchange between social researchers who use 
photography in their research and practitioners. It 
will serve as a space for photography, encouraging its 
uses, analyses and practices in social research and art. 
Keynote speakers include Steve Edwards (Professor of 
History & Theory of Photography at Birkbeck).

This event is organised by Birkbeck’s Departments 
of Politics, Cultures and Languages, Geography and 
History of Art, the Derek Jarman Lab, the Centre for 
Iberian and Latin and American Visual Studies and the 
History and Theory of Photography Research Centre 
with the support of the Birkbeck Institute for Social 
Research, Birkbeck Institute for the Humanities and 
the Royal Anthropological Institute. Tickets: Standard 
£20, £10 for unwaged / students. Booking will open in 
due course. Please email bisr@bbk.ac.uk if you would 
like to be notified when booking opens.

RAI AGM 2018 followed by the Henry Myers 
Lecture
Thursday 4 October 2018, 03:30pm – 08:00pm, 
Stevenson Lecture Theatre, Clore Education Centre, 
British Museum.

All are welcome. Only RAI Fellows may vote at the 
AGM. Formal notification of the AGM has also been 
published in Anthropology Today. After the AGM, the 
Henry Myers Lecture given by Prof Simon Coleman 
on Laterality: A Sideways Look at Ritual. Followed by 
a drinks reception. This event is free, but tickets must 
be booked. To book tickets please go to raiagm2018.
eventbrite.co.uk. 

on experience of what it is like to study the subject 
at university. Anthropology lecturers from all over 
the UK provide interactive workshops on the day. 
Students are able to learn about the different types 
of university degrees and the various specialisations 
of different universities. The event also provides 
participants with the opportunity to look around the 
Museum’s “ethnographic” (anthropological) galleries 
and interact with anthropology students who are 
volunteers for the day. The day is free and open to Year 
12, 13 and FE Students, UCAS Advisers, AimHigher 
co-ordinators and teachers interested in using 
anthropology in the classroom. You can find more 
details about the event on the dedicated website www.
londonanthropologyday.co.uk. 

Photography+(Con)Text, Second International 
Conference: Photography in Academic Research: 
Images in the Post-Truth Era
6th–8th September 2018, Birkbeck College, University 
of London, Malet Street, Bloomsbury, London WC1E 
7HX

Donald Trump’s presidency began with a battle 
over images. Photographs had been reframed, his 
administration insisted, to detract from the largest 
inauguration crowd in history. When images of the 2009 
and 2017 inaugurations showed otherwise, the new 
administration refused to back down. The production 
of knowledge in photography has been much debated, 
yet with little emphasis on the agents involved in this 
exchange and the production process. Building on 
Photography in Academic Research, an international 
event organised by Photography+(Con)Text at UCL 
in September 2016, this conference will address and 
critically discuss the power struggles between the 
photographer and the photographed in a world where 
these two roles are constantly interchangeable. It will 
draw on the history of photography to interrogate 
claims that photography finds itself in a changed 
socio-political context. Through roundtables, research 
panels, workshops and networking opportunities, this 

RAI Photographic Salon – Archival Affordances
Tuesday 12 June 2018 at 6.00pm, The RAI, 50 Fitzroy 
Street, London, W1T 5BT

The RAI Photography Committee invites you to 
attend our second salon, an informal and convivial 
evening of conversation exploring the relationship 
between anthropology and photography. This salon 
is focused on photographic archives and the concept 
of ‘affordances’. What do photographs in the archive 
afford? What actions do they make possible? What were 
the possibilities that motivated the use of photography 
in anthropological fieldwork historically? What are the 
contemporary possibilities afforded by photographic 
archives? Linked with Paul Basu’s Museum Affordances 
/[Re:]Entanglements project (see re-entanglements.
net), we invite you to discuss this through your own 
photographic practice or research, and then to explore 
this theme in relation to archival collections at the 
RAI. All are welcome but we particularly encourage 
participation from early career researchers and graduate 
students. Please email Paul Basu (paul.basu@soas.ac.uk 
) to register interest and be prepared to contribute a 
single image from your practice/research and to discuss 
its archival affordances.

RAI Research Seminar: Early Modern Zimbabwean 
Art History in British Archives
Wednesday 13 June at 5.30 pm, The RAI, 50 Fitzroy 
Street, London, W1T 5BT
Dr Jonathan Zilberg, University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign

There is a surprising amount of data on the early history 
of modern art in Zimbabwe to be found in archives 
in the UK. For instance, in the Central Saint Martins 
(UAL) and the United Society for the Propagation 
of the Gospel (USPG) records in London, and in the 
Bodleian in Oxford, there are detailed records of 
Cyrene mission art history in the late 1930s through 
the 1950s. For the later period, from the late 1950s 
through the early 1970’s, there is substantial material 
on the history of Neo-German African Expressionism 
and Shona sculpture in the RAI library in the British 
Museum. In addition to the information to be found 
in these repositories, there are materials in the Tate, 
the National Archives, the Ashmolean and the Dean 
Museum, in the Royal Collection in Windsor as well 
as in many private collections. There is in all this then 
a remarkable depth of information concerning the 
life histories and consequence of the work of two key 
European enablers in modern Zimbabwean art history, 
namely Canon Edward Paterson (1895–1974) and Frank 
McEwen, O.B.E (1907–94). In this seminar I will discuss 
these materials and how these two enablers, the artists 
and their art fit into the larger story of modern British 
and French art history. This event is free, but tickets 
must be booked. To book tickets please go to zilberg.
eventbrite.co.uk 

London Anthropology Day 2018
Monday 9 July 2018, 10:00am – 05:30pm, the British 
Museum

The London Anthropology Day is an annual university 
taster day for Year 12, 13, FE students, careers advisers 
and teachers. The event is held at the British Museum’s 
Education Clore Centre. On the day, participants 
get to learn what anthropology is about, the types of 
careers anthropologists do, as well as gain hands-

Royal anthropological Institute events

mailto:bisr@bbk.ac.uk
https://raiagm2018.eventbrite.co.uk
https://raiagm2018.eventbrite.co.uk
http://www.londonanthropologyday.co.uk
http://www.londonanthropologyday.co.uk
https://re-entanglements.net
https://re-entanglements.net
mailto:paul.basu@soas.ac.uk
https://zilberg.eventbrite.co.uk
https://zilberg.eventbrite.co.uk
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Joining the RAI as a Fellow or Member means becoming 
part of an anthropological community with a long 
history. We welcome anyone with an interest in the 
subject, whether working in an academic institution 
or not. Our affiliates include academic specialists, 
students, those working in fields where anthropology 
has practical applications, and those whose interest 
is captured by the subject matter of anthropology. 
There are several levels of membership and associated 
benefits. For current prices and joining instructions 
please visit the RAI website.

Fellows
•  Print and online subscriptions to the Journal of the 

Royal Anthropological Institute (JRAI)
•  A special fifth Issue of the JRAI
•  Print and online subscriptions to Anthropology 

Today (AT)
•  Online access to the entire back files of both 

journals, up to five years before the current year, 
through JSTOR

•  The right to borrow up to ten books from the 
Anthropology Library, in person or by post, when 
in the UK

•  Access to the Anthropology Library’s online 
resources via Athens

•  Free access to The RAI Collection by appointment
•  Free or reduced-rate admission to RAI events

Malinowski’s entry in the RAI census collated to survey anthrophony’s potential contribution to the war effort, the 
Second World War. From the RAI Archives.

Join the RaI

The Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain 
and Ireland (RAI) is the world’s longest-established 
scholarly association dedicated to the furtherance of 
anthropology (the study of humankind) in its broadest 
and most inclusive sense. The Institute is a non-profit-
making registered charity and is entirely independent, 
with a Director and a small staff accountable to the 
Council, which in turn is elected annually from the 
Fellowship. It has a Royal Patron in the person of HRH 
The Duke of Gloucester KG, GCVO.

The RAI seeks to combine a distinguished tradition 
of scholarship stretching back more than 150 years 
with the active provision of services to contemporary 
anthropology and anthropologists (including students 
of anthropology). It has a particular commitment to 
promoting the public understanding of anthropology, 
and the contribution of anthropology to public affairs. 
It publishes journals, has a privileged link with the 
Anthropology Library (British Museum), has a film and 
video library and an extensive photographic collection, 
gives awards for outstanding scholarship, organizes 
lectures and meetings, and manages a number of trust 
funds for research. The journals circulate throughout 
the world, and about 70 per cent of subscriptions 
revenue comes from outside the UK. Other specialist 
interests are represented through Committees.

about the RaI

•  Voting rights and eligibility for election to the RAI 
Council and Committees

•  35 per cent discount on Wiley publications

Student Fellows
•  Print and online subscriptions to Anthropology 

Today
•  Online access to the JRAI
•  Online access to the entire back files of both 

journals through JSTOR
•  The right to borrow up to five books from the 

Anthropology Library when in the UK. Postal 
borrowing is also possible within the UK

•  Access to the Anthropology Library’s online 
resources via Athens

•  Free access to The RAI Collection by appointment
•  Free or reduced-rate admission to RAI events
•  35 per cent discount on Wiley publication

Members
•  Print and online subscritpions to Anthropology 

Today (AT)
•  Online access to Anthropology Today (AT) from 

2000 onwards via Wiley Online Library
•  Free access to The RAI Collection by appointment
•  Free or reduced-rate admission to RAI events
•  35 per cent discount on Wiley publications

RAI Book Series

The Royal Anthropological Institute Review
Classifieds

To advertise in the RAI Review please email the 
editor at gaellah@therai.org.uk. The RAI Review 
has two editions a year, Autumn/Winter and Spring/
Summer

RAI Review: © RAI 2018. Editor: Gemma 
Aellah: gaellah@therai.org.uk. Layout and 
design: Sean Kingston Publishing Services 
(www.seankingston.co.uk). The RAI: 50 
Fitzroy Street, London, W1T 5BT; telephone: 
+44 (0)20 7387 0455; fax: +44 (0)20 7388 8817; 
email:admin@therai.org.uk; www.therai.org.uk; 
facebook @Royalanthro; twitter @Royalanthro

‘Built in Niugini deals with built structures in the New 
Guinea Highlands. The focus is on the tacit aspects 
of knowing and behaviour that feature prominently 
in contemporary phenomenological approaches to 
social life, such as ‘practice theory’ and agency. A 
material perspective, such as features in an enquiry into 
construction activity, affords an opportunity firstly, to 
investigate tangible ‘know-how’ skill and secondly, to 
extend investigation into intangible social ‘know-that’ 
tacit intelligence.’ (Professor Paul Sillitoe).

Built in Niugini has been published in the RAI 
book series by Sean Kingston Publishing (www.
seankingston.co.uk/publishing.html) alongside a 
second edition of Professor Sillitoe’s earlier work Made 
in Niugini.

Expressions of interest for the RAI Book series 
should be made to publications@therai.org.uk. More 
information is available on the RAI website. 
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