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ABSTRACT

This thesis utilises a sample of major documentary films on the Bushmen of Southern Africa as
primary sources in investigating change over time in the interpretation and visualisation of Bushmen

peoples over seventy five years from 1925 to 2000.

The primary sources of this thesis are seven documentary films on the subject of Bushmen people in
southern Africa. These films are as follows The Bushmen (1925), made by the Denver African
Expedition to southern Africa; the BBC film Lost World of Kalabari (1956) by Laurens van der Post;
The Hunters (1958) by John Marshall; the 1974 National Geographic Society film Bushmen of the
Kalabari; John Marshall’s 1980 film N/ai: The Story of a [Kung Woman; and the South African films People
of the Great Sandface (1984) by Paul John Myburgh and The Great Dance (2000) by Craig and Damon
Foster. All of these films reflect, to varying degrees, a complex interplay between generic images of
Bushmen as pristine primitives and the visible evidence of many Bushmen peoples rapid decline into

poverty in Southern Africa, a process which had been ongoing throughout the twentieth century.

The aim of the thesis has been to explore the utlisation of film as a primary source for historical
research, but focussing specifically on a subject related to the southern African historical context.
The films under analysis have been critically appraised as evidence of the values and attitudes of the
people and period that have produced them, and for evidence about the Bushmen at the time of
filming. Furthermore, each film has been considered as a film /# history, for how it influences
academic or popular discourses on the Bushmen, and finally as filmic ‘historiography’ that
communicates historical knowledge. This thesis, then, utilises a knowledge and understanding of
film language, as well as the history and development of documentary film, to assess and consider the

way in which knowledge is communicated through the medium of film.



This study has attempted to investigate the popular and academic indictment of documentary film as
progenitor and/or reinforcing agent of crude, reified mythologies about Bushmen culture in southern
Africa. It is shown here that the way major documentary films have interpreted and positioned
Bushmen people reveals the degree to which documentary films are acute reflections of their historical
contexts, particularly in relation to the complicated webs of discourse that define popular and
academic responses to particular subjects, such as ‘Bushmen’, at particular historical moments.
Critical, visually literate analysis of documentaries can reveal the patterns of these discourses, which

in turn reflect layers of ideology that change over time.

A secondary finding of this thesis has been that documentary film might constitute a source of oral
history for historians, when the subjects of a documentary film express ideas and attitudes that reflect
self identity. It is proposed that the approach to analysis of documeantary film that has been utilised
throughout this study is a means of ‘extracting’ the oral testimony from its ideological positioning
within the world of the film. The historian might evaluate the usefulness of a subject’s oral
testimony in relation to the ideological orientation of the film as a whole, to decide whether it is
worthwhile being considered as das Ding an sich or should be seen purely as a reflection of values and
attitudes of the filmmaker, or something in between. It is shown in this thests that documentary film
constitutes an important archive of oral testimony for historians who are properly versed in reading

film language.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

In the period between 1925 and 2000, and particularly after 1956, a great many documentary
films were made about the Bushmen people of southern Africa. These included South African
government propaganda films, educational documentary films, made-for-television
documentaries shown on local and international television and feature length documentaries for
the BBC and the National Geographic Society (enjoying the robust support of those influential
institutions).! In the post-Apartheid context, there have been a number of South African- and
internationally-produced documentaries dealing with the struggle by various Bushmen groups to
gain ownership of land lost under colonialism and Apartheid. What is interesting about this
veritable glut of documentary films is that their subject matter, the Bushmen of Southern Africa,
have in the recent history of the region constituted a marginalised minority with very little
political or economic agency; an ‘undetclass’, as Robert Gordon has termed them.2 The majority
of the documentary films about the Bushmen produced in the last eighty years have evaded any
discussion of their contemporary status and have focused instead on the perceived value of the
hunter-gathering culture and its cosmology, ecological knowledge and folklore. The overriding
of history in favour of an ahistorical view of Bushmen culture’ has contributed to a twentieth
century Bushmen iconography that has little to do with the reality of people classified as
Bushmen in Southern Africa? This mythologising of the Bushmen as ahistorical hunter-
gatherers living in a timeless space outside of historical process, untouched by the encroachment
of Western civilisation, and providers of ‘clues’ as to the origin of humanity, is a phenomenon

that has been commented on previously.*

1 A feature-length documentary is usually the length of a feature fiction film; fifty two minutes or longer.

2 Robert ). Gordon, The Bushmen Myth: The Making of a Namibian Underclass (Boulder: Westview Press, 1992).
3Some interesting analysis of this Bushmen iconography includes Michael Godby, ‘Images of //Kabbo’, in
Pippa Skotnes (ed.), Miscast: Negotiating the Presence of the Bushmen (Cape Town, University of Cape Town
Press, 1996), pp- 115-27; Barbara Buntman, ‘Bushmen Images in South African Tourst Advertising: The
Case of Kagga Kamma’, in Pippa Skotnes (ed.), Miscast, pp. 271-80.

4 See, for example Gordon, The Bushmen Myth, Edwin N. Wilmsen, Land Filted With Flies: A Political Economy
of the Kalahari (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989); Edwin N. Wilmsen, ‘First People? Images and



But, with important exceptions which will be discussed in this thesis, documentary films have
usually uncritically reflected an ahistorical interpretation of Bushmen culture. This ‘ahistorical’
interpretation discounts or glosses over the different linguistic groupings, cultures, traditions and
histories that fall under the racial category ‘Bushmen’. The problem with this is that in the
Western empirical tradition, ‘visualisation’ of a culture or society often becomes synonymous

with understanding it.3

This thesis, then, constitutes a historical study of a selection of narrative documentary films that
will trace how a particular ‘visualisation’ of Bushmen has occurred, how this visualisation has
changed over time and what these changes suggest about the societies and the contexts in which
they were produced. The films under discussion are The Bushmen (1925) made by the Denver
African Expedition members, Laurens van der Post’s Losz Wold of Kalahari (1956), John Marshall’s
The Hunters (1957), the National Geographic film Bushmen of the Kalahari (1974) directed by Robert
Young, Nlai: The Story of a 'Kung Woman (1980) by John Marshall and Pegple of the Great Sandface
(1984) by Paul John Myburgh. As part of the conclusion, The Great Dance (2000) by Craig and
Damon Foster, a contemporaty example of a documentary film on the Bushmen, will be
discussed in relation to the findings of this thesis as a whole. These particular films have been
chosen as the focus of this study because, as will be shown, they have been identified in academic
debate as important reflections of the Bushmen myth, or as counters to it. Furthermore, they are
all feature documentary films aimed at international distribution, particularly the United States,
the United Kingdom and Europe, with a general audience in mind. The most influential film on
the Bushmen, the fiction film The Gods Must Be Cragy (1980) is not considered in its own right,
because it is a fiction film and thus falls outside of the category of film that is the focus of this
thesis, namely documentary film. However, Gods does reflect the influence of earlier

documentary films on the Bushmen, and as such chapter nine includes a brief discussion of the

Imaginations in SA Iconography’, Critical Arts, vol. 9, no. 2 (1995), pp. 1-27; Keyan Tomaselli, Alan
Williams, Lynette Steenveld, Ruth Tomaselli, Myzh, Race and Power: South Africans Imaged on Film and TV
(Bellville: Anthropos Publishers, 1986); Keyan Tomaselli, ‘Myths, Racism and Opportunism: Film and TV
Representations of the San’, in Peter Ian Crawford & David Turton (eds.), Film as Ethnography (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1992), pp. 205-21.

5 Johannes Fabian quoted in Robert ]. Gordon, Picturing Bushmen: The Denver African Expedition of 1925
(Cape Town: David Philip Publishers, 1997), p. 122.



film and its sizeable influence on international perceptions of Bushmen culture. Films with a
more specialist audience in mind, such as the larger portion of John Marshall’s Kung Film Series
from the 1950sp, or with limited viewership, such as the South African govenrment propaganda
film Remmnants of a Stone Age People (1960), or with non-narrative formats such as Ko Buschmanner
(1987) which is a record of Ko activities in the face of putative cultural extinction, have been
excluded from this study.  The purpose of this study is not an exhaustive catalogueing of
documentary films on the Bushmen, but a literary-historical analysis of certain influential works

that might illustrate a genre.

The premise of this thesis is that the documentary films under discussion have framed the
Bushmen as mythically pristine hunter-gatherers to varying degrees. Some of the films have
attempted overtly to counter such mythology, which means that they have still been required to
engage with it. Whether reinforcing or challenging the myth of pristine Bushmen, they have in
turn reflected elements of changing racial discourses, changing perceptions of the African
environment and landscape by the West, changing theoretical debates and practical developments
in documentary film, changing approaches to anthropology and history on film, and the changing
significance of aboriginal people in nation states. Thus, these subtly different hegemonic
interpretations of the Bushmen as pristine hunter-gatherers — or counter-hegemonic critiques of

the myth - present the opportunity for a rich historical analysis.

Film has largely interested historians in three ways.S In the first instance, they view films as
evidence of the values, attitudes and ideas about a particular subject that may be present in the
films’ form and content, how these ideas and values reflect ideologies prevalent in the societies
within which the films were made and, importantly, how these ideas have changed over time.
Another facet of this utilisation of film as evidence is to glean what the film reflects about its
subject matter at a given time. For example, a 1920s documentary film on the Bushmen might

reveal something about the way Bushmen dressed in the 1920s, or the kinds of weaponry they

¢ Vivian Bickford-Smith and Richard Mendelsohn, ‘Film and History Studies in South Africa Revisited:
Representing the African Past on Screen’, South African Historical Journal, no. 48 (May 2003), pp. 4-5.



used or the food they ate at the same time as it reveals what the filmmakers thought about

Bushmen at the time.

The second use of the medium for historians is as films 7# history. In this sense films are
considered for the way in which they reflect the historical context in which they were made.
They can also be considered as shapers of people’s perceptions of and ideas about particular
subjects. In the context of this study, the influence of these documentary films in creating
perceptions of whom and what the Bushmen of Southern Africa are will be considered. It must
be stated at the outset of this thesis that the popular reception of these films has been difficult to
establish. In some cases, such as those of Lost World of Kalahari (1957) and The Great Dance (2000)
it is possible to some degree to determine the popular success enjoyed by the films, but generally
speaking, most of the films studied in this thesis have generated the greatest debate not in the
popular sphere, but amongst academics and specialists. Where the influence of these films ‘in
history’ is most marked is in their influence on each other and in the way in which, both visually
and through narrative, they reiterate particular themes and images. What will be assessed
throughout this thesis is the degree to which the prevalence of particularly influential film images
overrides the reality of a constantly changing historical context to produce recurrent and reifted
depictions of the Bushmen in documentary films. In order to understand this, though, the films

need to be understood as products of their particular contexts, as will be explained below.

The third use historians have for film is as filmic historiography: films as texts attempting to tell
us about the history of the Bushmen. This thesis focuses largely on the first two uses of film in
historical studies, although it is also possible and necessary to discuss these films as transmitters

of historical knowledge.

In this thesis, each film is situated in an analytical and historical framework wherein its meaning
may be assessed more easily. First, each film is considered as evidence of the values and attitudes
of its makers. In attempting to understand these markers of ideology(ies) implicitly or overtly
expressed in the world of the film, this analysis will consider the context of the making of the

film, including the background to its production and the social and intellectual preoccupations



imposed by the filmmakers/producers on its content and structure. Each film will also be

appraised in terms of what it tells us about the Bushmen at the time of its making.

Second, in undetstanding the film z# history, the filmmaking techniques evident in each will be
contextualised within the history of documentary film production as well as in relation to
changing ideas about documentary and ethnographic filmmaking. This is because technological
capabilities sometimes defined the degree of exposition possible in a film: for example in the
1920s sound was not used in film, and in the 1950s portable synchronous sound recording
equipment was not yet freely available. Furthermore, wherever possible the influence of the film
will be considered in terms of audience numbers and critical and popular responses to the film.
Additionally, another prong of this analysis involves the tracing of patterns in the depiction of the
Bushmen in these documentaries and thereby identifying ways in which particular films have had

evident influences on later ones.

Thirdly the films are also considered as historiography; as films that presents an argument about
what the history of its Bushmen subjects is. It could be argued that this kind of analysis is limited
by the fact that the majority of documentary films do not acknowledge the history of the
Bushmen, and instead posit Bushmen culture as a primordial, static entity. However, it will be
argued here that in fact the discounting of historical process in Bushmen cultures constitutes an
active, influential interpretation of Bushmen history. Furthermore, in some of the films under
analysis in this thesis there is a clear attempt to depict the history of some Bushmen, and this will

be examined at length.

Thus, in each chapter these three modes of analysis will be utilised as a framework for analysing
the films. It must be noted that the first, ‘film as evidence’, comprises two separate aspects,
namely film as evidence of the ideas and attitudes of its maker(s) and as a source of information
about the status of the Bushmen at the time of filming. Importantly, since the films constitute
both the subject of this study and the evidence being utilised, their individual content and style will
ultimately dictate the structure of the argument in each chapter. Not all of the films fit

comfortably into the framework as it has been laid out in this introduction. For example, in



chapter three, which deals with the film made on the Denver African Expedition, the analysis is
fairly evenly weighted between film as historical evidence, film iz history and film as
historiography. The structure shifts between examining the film as evidence of ideology and as
film zn history before returning to the film as evidence to examine what it tells us about the
Bushmen at the time of its making. Lastly it discusses the film as historiography. By contrast in
chapter four, which deals with Laurens van der Post’s Lost World of Kalahari, the content of the
film dictates that the bulk of the focus be on the construction of van der Post’s ideologies
relating to the Bushmen, or film as evidence of ideology. The structure of Last Wor/d thus begins
with a weighty analysis of the film as evidence, first of values and attitudes and then in terms of
what it tells us about the Bushmen in 1955, before discussing the film 7z history and finally as

history.

It is important to emphasise that it is the documentary films that constitute the primary sources for
this research and that all argument and analysis flow from a discussion of these sources. This is
not, then, a traditional historical studies thesis. In order to substantiate this study as a work of
historiography, it is necessary to consider the growing significance of film within the discipline of

historical studies.

The place of film in historical studies has generated debate and controversy since the 1940s.
Historians have tended to be suspicious of the superficial, reductive nature of film, its ability to
be faked and its subject matter distorted; they have distrusted its highly subjective quality and its
manipulative, emotional appeal to audiences.” Despite these objections, by the 1960s film
(including television) was slowly being drawn into the discipline, and ‘film as evidence’ of the
values and attitudes of the people and petiods that produced them was becoming accepted within
the academy. Historians who favour its use as source matetial have argued that film, like written
documents, records the intentions and values of its makers?, and that close analysis of film with

the appropriate analytical skills necessary for understanding its language can reveal rich veins of

7 Paul Smith (ed.), The Historian and Film (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), p. 5.
8 See, for example, Jeffrey Richards and Anthony Aldgate, Best of British: Cinema and Society 1930-1970
(London: I.B Taurius, 1983), p. 1.



knowledge for the historian. Paul Smith, for example, has argued that there exists no ‘immutable
hierarchy of soutces in terms of their historical significance’ and that therefore there should be
none in terms of their ‘intrinsic purity or impurity’. Furthermore, the criticisms levelled at film as
historical record could be levelled equally at other forms of source materials: ‘written and printed
documents, for instance, may equally be partial, subjective, tendentious, emotional and even
forged’.? The corollary to this debate relates to technical skill: the study of film requires particular

(and new) techniques of analysis that most historians do not possess.!”

This view of film as a legitimate source for historical research had, by the 1980s, gained general
acceptance.!! Aldgate’s study of the depiction of the Spanish Civil war in British newsreels of the
1930s is an example of historical scholarship utilising film as a source. In his study, Aldgate
showed how film revealed changing attitudes in Britain towards the war.!2 Richards’s The Age of
the Dream Palace is a study of film zn history, where film is shown to have influenced the
aspirations of ordinary Britons in the interwar years.!> Historians have also used fiction and
documentary films made about the Vietnam War as significant indicators of the prevailing
attitudes towards the war in the United States, and the way that this was reflected in the
disparities and the congruencies between the history of the war and the way in which it was
represented on film in America. The focus of From Hanoi to Hollywood, edited by Linda Dittmar
and Gene Michaud, is on the ‘retelling of history and the retrospections that such a process
involved,’'* highlighting the degree to which film becomes intricately bound up in the way history
is understood and disseminated in the United States. Of particular interest to this study is the
anthology edited by American historians Peter C. Rollins and Joe E. O’Connor called Ho/ywood’s

Indian. Their study traces the changing depiction of Native Americans in mainstream cinema as a

% Smith (ed.), The Historian and Film, p. 5.

10 Smith (ed.), The Historian and Film, p. 5. See also William Hughes, “The Evaluation of Film as Evidence’,
in Paul Smith (ed.), The Historian and Film, pp. 49-55 and Hayden White, ‘Historiography and
Historiophoty’, American Historical Review, vol. 93, no. 5 (December 1988), p. 1193.

1 See Robert Toplin, ‘The Filmmaker as Historian’, American Historical Review, vol. 93, no. 5 (December
1988), p. 1210.

12 Anthony Aldgate, Cinema and History: British Newsreels and the Spanish Civil War (London: Scolar Press,
1979).

U3 Jeffrey Richards, The Age of the Dream Palace: Cinema and Society in Britain 1930-1939 (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1984).

4 Linda Dittmar and Gene Michaud, ‘Introduction’, in From Hanoi to Hollywood (London: Rutgers
University Press, 1990), p. 1.



means of understanding the historical shifts in perceptions about ‘one of the most important

cultural encounters’ in American history.'>

In the late 1980s the ‘film and history’ debate broadened dramatically when American historian
Robert A. Rosenstone argued in the American Historical Review that film was a potential source of
historiography — or a means by which historians might 7/ history. Rosenstone’s suggestion sparked
heated debate on this subject and a string of subsequent publications began to explore the
possibility of, in Rosenstone’s words, ‘teally putting history onto film.”'¢ Rosenstone’s argument
worked from the premise that most ordinary Americans were learning about history from the
visual media: documentary films, television documentaries, news and actuality shows and
historical feature films.17 In this sense, Rosenstone argued, it was necessary for historians to start
thinking about utilising film as a ‘unique way of rendering and interpreting the past.’!®
Rosenstone controversially argued that historians were in danger of becoming irrelevant in a
world defined by the growing power of the visual media, and that it was possible and necessary
for historians to start considering the medium of film as a way of producing historical
knowledge.!” The particular attributes of the visual media (including film and documentary)

might explore history differently to written media, but with equal validity.

This thesis is an offshoot of the ‘film and history’ debate. As historian Vivian Bickford-Smith
argued in the Sowth African Historical Journal in 1996, South African historians need to begin

engaging with the possibilities of filmic history, as well as applying their expertise to critical

15 Peter C. Rollins and John E. O’Connor (eds.), Hollywood's Indian: The Portrayal of the Native American in Film
(Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 1998).

16 Robert A. Rosenstone, ‘History In Images/History in Words: Reflections on the Possibility of Really
Putting History onto Film’, The American Historical Review, vol. 93, no. 5 (December 1988), p. 1173. Key
publications include: Robert A. Rosenstone, Visions of the Past: The Challenge of Film to Our ldea of History
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995); Robert A. Rosenstone (ed.), Revisioning History Film and
the Construction of a New Past (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995); Robert B. Toplin, History by
Hollywood: The Use and Abuse of the American Past (Urbana: University Press of Kansas, 1996); and Robert B.
Toplin, Ree/ History: In Defense of Hollywood (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002). See also
collections such as Peter C. Rollins (ed.), Hollywood as Historian: American Film in a Cultural Context
(Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 1983) and M. Landy (ed.) The Historical Film: History and Memory in
Media (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2001).

17 Rosenstone, ‘History in Images/History in Words’, p. 1174 and Rosenstone, Revsioning History, p. 3.

18 Rosenstone, Revisioning History, p. 4.

19 Rosenstone, ‘History in Images/History in Words’, pp. 1175-77.



analyses of films and documentaries about South African history.?’ In 2003, a special edition of
the South African Historical Review contained early forays into the study of films on Africa by
historians. The articles featured in this special edition approached ‘film and history’ in the
various ways discussed in this introduction: as film as history, film as evidence, film /» history and
the influence of films on public attitudes and opinions.?! In building on this groundbreaking
scholarship, this thesis acknowledges that, as Bickford-Smith has argued, the study of films
requires more than expertise on patticular subjects on the part of academic historians, it also
requires viswal literacy, and here this thesis offers something unique for South African
historiography. Not only will the films in this thesis be studied as sources of information for the
historian, they will also be evaluated as communicators of historical knowledge through a critical
reading of their film language. In doing so, it will be shown how both individually and
collectively these films tell us something about the way in which the meaning of a particular

ethnic label has changed between 1925 and 2000.

Importantly, this particular time period (1925-2000) coincides with the rise of the hegemony of
the visual media, so that by the 1990s historians could speak of ‘post-literate’ societies in which
people can read but don’t, and wherein most historical knowledge and information on other
cultures is gained from films and television documentaries.2 In critically appraising these
documentary films, this thesis also charts the ascendancy of the monopolistic power of the visual

media to influence popular and academic understanding of people called Bushmen in Southern

Africa.

2Vivian Bickford-Smith, ‘Rob Roy in Rondebosch: Putting the Case for Film and History Studies in South
Africa’, South African Historical Journal, No. 34 (May 1996), p. 153. See also Dylan Craig’s unpublished MA
thesis on the representation of the South African border conflict in film, “The Viewer as Conscript’
(University of Cape Town, 2003) as a contribution to this new area of historical scholarship, where, as
Craig explains, his dissertation ‘is concerned with using the past in order to understand the films which
emerge from it’ (p. 2). A sample of such South Aftrican scholarship might also include for Vivian Bickford-
Smith, ‘Screening Saints and Sinners: The Construction of Filmic and Video Images of Black and White
South Africans in Western Popular Culture during the Late Apartheid Era’, Kronos, no. 27 (2001); Keyan
Tomaselli, ‘Disarticulating Black Consciousness: A Way of Reading Films About Apartheid’, Communicatio,
vol. 19, no. 2 (1993), pp. 45-51; Jacqueline M. Maingard, ‘Strategies of Representation in South African
Anti-Apartheid Documentary Film and Video from 1976 to 1995, (PhD thesis, University of the
Witwatersrand, 1998); L. van Nierop ‘Die Gedaante van die Historiese Feit op Film: n Sintese tussen
Waarheid en Verdigsel’, Historia, vol. 45, no. 1 (2000), pp. 11-24; Edwin Hees, “The Voortrekkers on Film:
From Preller to Pornography’, Critical Arts, vol. 10, no. 1 (1996), pp. 1-22.

2 Richard Mendelsohn and Vivian Bickford-Smith, ‘Representing the Past on Screen’, pp. 4-5.

22 Bickford-Smith, ‘Rob Roy in Rondeboscl’, p. 152 and Rosenstone, Revisioning History, p. 3.



This study might be seen in the context of other studies that foreground the role of visual
representation in creating perceptions of the history of a people or of a country. An example of
this is The Colonising Camera, whetein the history of Namibia is considered through a discussion of
photographic relics of that history, and the role of photography in constructing historical
discourse.?? The editors of The Colonising Camera make a point relevant to this thesis when they

write that:

Historians often regard the photograph as a mere ‘illustration’ to a more important textual
reference, and treat it like a quotaton. Quotation itself is often seen as self-evident, and not
conceived as a ‘language’ which seeks to persuade, or which constitutes a discourse with its own structures of
meaninglown italics].?*

Likewise, in this thesis documentary films are not regarded as ‘self-evident’ representations of the
Bushmen. Rather, they are seen as constituting particular discourses that reflect their historical
and production contexts. These discourses, it is argued here, can be understood only through

close textual analysis of the films.

However, utilising film as source material raises several problems for the historian. Firstly, it is
extraordinarily difficult to reference or ‘footnote’ a film. In this study the films were transcribed
before analysis of them was undertaken, but space constraints prohibit the inclusion of these
transcripts in the final thesis. Thus, although the films are often quoted directly, bibliographic
references to them are not nearly as precise as references to archival sources might be, for
example. This is a problem that must be overcome — a system of footnoting films needs to be
developed. One possible option is to time-code a film and insert the exact time when an event ot
quote occurs in a film in the footnote> The second problem with using film sources as a
historian is the temptation to drift into the realm of “film criticism’, so that one begins to judge
the quality and character of a film over and above what it tells us about ‘history’, whether this be
historical context or history as presented in the film. However, in defence of this ‘film criticism’

it should be noted that the systematic discussion of the aesthetic and narrative strategies of a film

2 Patricia Hayes, Jeremy Silvester and Wolfram Hartmann (eds.), The Colonizing Camera: Photographs in the
Making of Namibian History (Cape Town: University of Cape Town Press, 1998).

% Hayes et al, Colonising Camera, p. 2.

2 Of course, the advent of DVD makes the process somewhat easier, since the format breaks films up into
tracks or ‘chapters’. Again, however, this is only useful to academics if the film being analysed (or ‘read’) is
available in the DVD format.
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in-depth study of the political, historical and social causes of impoverishment and social

dysfunction at a Bushmen government settlement in South West Africa called Tshumkwe.

Chapter eight appraises a South African documentary film by Paul John Myburgh, Pegple of the
Great Sandface (1984), which reflects the continued power in the early 1980s of the ahistorical view
of Bushmen culture in the context of Apartheid. In the conclusion to this thesis the post-
Apartheid, South African-made documentary film The Great Dance (2000) by Craig and Damon
Foster is utilised as a barometer of the way in which ‘Bushmen’ were conceptualised in

documentary film at the start of the twenty-first century.

This thesis largely examines films that have been classified as having ‘ethnographic’ rather than
historical content. Such categorisation of the individual films will be examined and explained at
length throughout the thesis. This, then, is a study that reveals changing ideas about
documentary film over time at the same time as it reveals how some documentary films have

depicted changing ideas about the Bushmen between 1925 and 2000.

17



CHAPTER TWO

DEMOGRAPHICS AND GENERAL HISTORICAL OUTLINE

This chapter serves to briefly contextualise the periods under discussion in the rest of this thesis
through a very broad account of the conditions in twentieth-century Botswana and Namibia
which defined the social and political parameters of the Bushmen subjects of the films under
discussion. Part of the phenomenon of the mythical image of the ‘pristine hunter-gatherer’ is
that he/she occupies no particular historical context and his/her territory is never geographically
defined. Hence, as will be shown throughout this thesis, the domain of the Bushmen is reflected
in many of these films (with some notable exceptions) as ‘the desert’ or ‘the Kalahari desert’.
Every chapter thus considers the historical context of the making of the films to clarify these
generalisations. In some chapters, geographical regions overlap. So, for example, Lost World of
Kalahari (1956) and Bushmen of the Kalahari (1974) were both filmed in Botswana. This means that
while the specific contexts of filming in Botswana in 1955 and in 1971-72 are different, the
broader historical context of the country and its recent history remains the same for both films.
The Bushmen (1925), The Hunters (1956), The Gods Must Be Cragy (1980) and Nlai: The Story of a [Kung
Woman (1980) were filmed in Namibia. Lost World of Kalabari (1956), Bushmen of the Kalahari

(1974), People of the Great Sandface (1984), and The Great Dance (2000) were all filmed in Botswana.

By the start of the twentieth century, Bushmen groups in South Africa had been decimated.!
Only in Namibia and Botswana did peripatetic groups continue to eke out a living on the
peripheries of the state. Despite the fact that these remaining groups defied final extinction as
culturally identifiable ethnic entities, their history, like that of the South African Bushmen, is one

of oppression and dispossession.

! Nigel Penn, ‘Fated to Perish’: The Destruction of the Cape San’, in Pippa Skotnes (ed.), Miscast: Negotiating
the Presence of the Bushmen (Cape Town, University of Cape Town Press, 1996), pp. 81-91. See also Saul
Dubow, Scientific Racism (Johannesburg: Witwatersrand University Press, 1995), p. 66.
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were popular case studies for evidence of the most primitive and destitute specimens of
humanity. As far back as 1870, the British writer Rev. J.G. Wood’s two-volume The Natural
History of Man devoted three chapters to his study of the Bushmen, reflecting the popular
discourse of the time, which atgued that there was an unmistakable correlation between those

occupying the lowest rung of human development and geographical distance from Europe.’

Thus, when the first Bushman appears in The Bushmen in shot 323, an intertitle reads Very near
the bottom of the path extending through the ages — the home of a Heikum [sic] Bushman, just a
window screen of sticks and grass’. It is an important introduction. It signals the end of the
journey back through time and spaces, for the Bushmen have been ‘discovered’. It also
immediately points out the simplicity of a bushman shelter, a direct comment on the ‘crudeness’
of Bushmen life. The point is then made by the intertitles that ‘through intermarriage and barter
with more advanced tribes they have learned a little in the last thousand years’. This establishes
the fundamental premise of the film — that Bushmen are culturally and historically stagnant and
can only change if external forces intervene in their isolated social groups. There is a correlation
between this depiction of the Bushmen and early twentieth century representations of Native
Americans in literature, documentary photography and film that reflected a characteristic view of
these people as impeding progress because they lacked the good sense which the whites utilised

in developing the American landscape.®

The exposition of the Bushmen’s purported primitive nature and culture continues throughout
the section of the film which describes the contact between the Bushmen and the Expedition
members. Importantly, this theme is expressed exclusively in the intertitles. A typical intertitle at
this point reads “The Art of pottery far beyond his knowledge, the Bushman must depend upon
Nature for all domestic utensils’, followed by a shot of a tortoise running across grass. Later we
see a2 woman scooping water out of a waterhole using the tortoise shell as a container. Another

intertitle reads ‘Meat barely seared on the fire and eaten with the ashes as a relish’ The

32 Gordon, Picturing Bushmen, pp. 20-1.
3 O’ Connor, ‘The White Man’s Indian’, pp. 27-8.
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expedition, South African academic Keyan Tomaselli has viewed the film in the National
Archives and generated a discussion document on it, which has not been published.® The film
was also presented as an example of ‘naive ethnographic film’ in Tomaselli et al’s My#h, Race and

Opportunism: South Africans Imaged in Film and Television, published in 1986.

Thus, it must be reiterated that in the context of this thesis, it is not the act#a/ influence of The
Bushmen that is historically significant, since this cannot be properly established and is in fact
questionable. Itis the degree to which the images of the film — the way the film looks — foreshadow
later documentary film representations of the Bushmen that merged the image of Bushmen as
pristine primitives with imposed interpretations based on the ideologies of their maker(s). Thus,
even Wilmsen’s dismissal of Gordon’s analysis of the influence of the DAE does not remove the
significance of The Bushmen as an early example of a documentary film that contains visuals of the

Bushmen as pristine primitives and bearers of a unique and interesting culture.

3.7 THE BUSHMENAS HISTORIOGRAPHY

In The Bushmen there is little reference to any historical process in Bushmen culture. As
mentioned earlier, a brief reference to bartering between the Bushmen and ‘more advanced
tribes’ is described as the only source of change over time amongst the Bushmen, as the practice
has allowed them to ‘learn a little’. This then is the argument about Bushmen history presented
in The Bushmen: that the Bushmen have no history. A significant example of this argumentation
appears in a final sequence from the film, which is introduced by the already-quoted ‘no history —
no morality — no god’ intertitle. The first image frames a vast desert landscape, with wind
whipping the sand off the tops of the dunes like foam spray on the ocean waves. This is the

‘home’ of the Bushmen, although it is never named.

Here, right at the end of the film, amidst an outcrop of rocks, we meet an elderly Bushmen who

is given a name: Kanna. An intertitle introduces the scene: Like desert phantoms, the tribe

8 Keyan Tomaselli, Alum Mpofu, ‘Unpublished discussion’, National Film Archives, Pretoria, 1993.
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vanished in the dusty wake of the drifting game — leaving the old and hopeless to die’, before
fading up to the shot of Kanna in front of a small fire. From the top of the rocky outcrop, two
members of the expedition hail the old man, who turns and looks up at them. The shot is
followed by an intertitle that reads ‘Kanna, the Ancient, awaiting the long Night — forsaken and
alone’. The expedition members clamber down the rocks and squat on either side of him,
holding their rifles in front of them to keep their balance. An intertitle follows, reading ‘He was
an old man when children now old, were young’. A medium close-up of Kanna follows as he
raises his hand to his mouth, a gesture that appears to signify the act of remembering. An
intertitle explains that ‘All his memories are of food — the hunt and the game he can no longer
follow in its migration’. An extended sequence commences, cutting between Kanna’s wise and
wrinkled face, which bears a humorous, tolerant expression for most of the ‘interview’, and
images of game that are evidently the illustrations of the old man’s memories. Intertitles such as
‘He told of the Ostrich ~ a bird with a kick like moonshine whiskey and the speed of a false
rumour’ are followed by close-ups of Kanna’s animated face and shots of game running across

the plains.

In this sequence, for the first time in the entire film, a2 Bushman person’s words are represented
on screen. Kanna becomes the personal focus of a film that up until now has avoided all real
engagement with individuals. It also constitutes an oral history, and yet it too proves to be a
fallacious sequence aimed at further ‘proving’ the barbarity of the Bushmen. What Kanna
‘remembers’ about his past is really just a sequence of hunts and animals — there is no
progression from youth to old age, no memory of changes in his circumstances or the culture of
his people, of having children or of occupying a specific geographical place. It seems that

Kanna’s ‘past’ is an eternally unchanging landscape of animals and hunting.

This particular scene was in fact staged, and had nothing to do with the people that the
expedition members filmed in South West Africa. The sequence was shot in South Africa, past

Calvinia at Zak Rivier. Kanna was a local farm labourer who spoke Dutch.8! The DAE

81 Gordon, Prturing Bushmen, p. 35.
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members, entranced by the old man’s expressive face®?, perhaps saw a potential ‘Nanook’ for
their film and filmed the ‘interview’. The Kanna sequence is inserted into the film, completely
out of context, in an attempt to demonstrate the harshness of Bushmen culture that would
abandon the old and the weak to slow death from hunger or savaging by animals. This is further
evidence of the “fictive’ nature of this film. Gordon has argued, in relation to the photographs
taken on the expedition, that Hoefler (the filmmaker and photographer of the expedition)
‘sought to choreograph his subjects in order to present his subjects as “typical” or as “ideal
types” that could illustrate an argument...In staging these pictures, he was trying to reflect
fundamental features of Bushmen social life’83 In this instance, the point is to ‘prove’ the
argument that the savage Bushmen leave behind the old and frail members of their community,
and in order to prove this point a fictionalised scene is inserted entirely out of its context.
Symbolically the scene is important: the guardians of ‘the past’, the ‘Ancient’ who can remember
back many years, are simply left behind by the savage Bushmen. That is because the Bushmen
have no history, according to The Bushmen, and no need of history: they are eternally concerned
with the present and the getting of food through hunting animals. This description of the
Bushmen past as essentially static is important as an ongoing theme in documentary film
representations. The DAE’s depiction of that history as uniformly barbaric is particular to The

Bushmen and is a reflection, as we have seen, of popular racial ideologies of the day

3.8 CONCLUSION

As a source for historians, The Bushmen is most useful as a means of registering the ideologies of
the people and the period that produced the film. It does not attempt to tell the history of the
Bushmen, except to posit that the Bushmen have no history. It contains some interesting
ethnographic details about the Bushmen and the framing of those ethnographic details reveals

aspects of its makers” ideologies.

82 Gordon, Picturing Bushmen, p. 35.
8 Gordon, Puturing Bushmen, p. 58.
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As a film in history, The Bushmen is an indicator of the unforeseen consequences of images whose
meanings alter across time and space and across cultures and historical moments. The
significance of the DAE film in this regard goes beyond its evocation of the particular historical
context of the 1920s and contemporary ideas about race and civilisation, although it 1s sculpted
overtly along these ideological lines. The dissonance between the images and the intertitles in the
film is a foreshadowing of later trends in documentary film representations of the Bushmen

where varying ideologies are appended to generic images of the Bushmen as pristine primitives.

Thus, Gordon’s identification of the images produced by the DAE as ‘romantic’ is correct, but
the romance is not related to their framing in the film. It is rather the images’ depiction of
‘pristine’ Bushmen in their ‘natural’ environment that is romantic. For the historian, this film is
an early example of the power of images of the Bushmen as pristine primitives and bearers of a
unique culture. These images would continue to gain power throughout the twentieth century, as
will be shown. The Bushmen is a portent of the “fairytale’, as Gordon terms it%4, that later writers

and filmmakers would produce about the Bushmen of Southern Africa.

Between the 1920s and the 1950s scholarly interest in the Bushmen continued, as did the rapid
decline into poverty of the remaining Bushmen groups in southern Africa. However, the myth
of the pristine Bushmen continued to attract both tourists and scientists to Southern Africa. In
remote parts of northern Namibia and central Botswana, small groups of Bushmen continued to
eke out an existence by hunting and gathering. This study now moves on to the 1950s, a crucial
period in the generation of filmic images of the Bushmen. In the 1950s famed South African
author Laurens van der Post would dramatically exaggerate the living conditions of these
remaining peripatetic Bushmen groups for literary and filmic purposes. At the same time, an
American expedition to northern Namibia would produce images and scholarship on the
Bushmen that would influence the filmmaking and popular and academic writing on the

Bushmen for the remainder of the twentieth century. In the next chapter, the first and highly

8 Gordon, Picturing Bushmen, pp. 117-34.
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influential representation of idealised and romanticised Bushman-as-Pristine-Primitives will be

discussed in an analysis of Sir Laurens van der Post’s Lost World of Kalahari (1956).
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CHAPTER FOUR

LOST WORLD OF KALAHARI (1956)

This chapter focuses on the film series Lost World of Kalahari, made by Laurens van der Post in
1955 and shown on the BBC in the summer of 1956. As a film /» history, as will be shown in the
course of this thesis, van der Post’s conceptualisation of Bushmen culture was highly influential
in the second half of the twentieth century. Lost World is a repository of much of van der Post’s
earliest philosophising on the significance of Bushmen culture for the West. As such, the greater
weight of the analysis in this chapter examines the film in the light of its first use for a historian:
namely as evidence of the values and attitudes of its maker, Laurens van der Post, and the

ideologies which they are reflective of.

Thus, Lost World is here analysed as evidence of the strategies that van der Post utilised in
constructing his influential mythology of the Bushmen as pristine primitives. The shape of this
mythology will be considered in its historical context. As will be shown, his ideas were not
entirely original but rather reflected the changes in ways of seeing both the Bushmen and the
African landscape from the 1950s onwards. As with the Denver Expediton film The Bushmen, it
will be shown here that the depiction of the Bushmen in Iost World was illustrative of a discourse
established not by the encounter between van der Post and the Bushmen, but by a particular
philosophical argument which van der Post sought to express. It will be shown how the
discourse of Last World differed dramatically from the racist conceptualisation of Bushmen found
in The Bushmen. Rather than barbarous brutes facing inevitable demise, in Losz World the
Bushmen are framed as pristine primitives whose unique, Edenic existence was threatened by the

modern world, at great potential loss to humanity.

The film will also be appraised in terms of what it can tell the historian about Bushmen in the
1950s. In describing those Bushmen who do not fit his ideal of ‘pristine primitives’, van der Post

inadvertently reveals the reality of changing living conditions for Bushmen in Southern Africa, as

will be shown.
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As with The Bushmen it is difficult to evaluate Lost World as a work of historiography, because the
way in which van der Post depicts the history of the Bushmen and his own biography is so clearly
shaped by the same ideologies that shape the film. Van der Post’s representation of his personal
history is informed by a number of literary and filmic influences, as well as a powerful
identification with Afrikaner culture. As such, it will be argued here that the most compelling
mythology in Lost World is the mythology of van der Post himself, and that this mythology is
compelling becanse he establishes strong historical ties with the Bushmen. As far as van der Post’s
depiction of Bushmen history is concerned, it will be shown that van der Post’s emphasis is on
the aspects of Bushmen culture that inform his framing of them as pristine primitives. Unlike in
The Bushmen, however, the ethnographic information in the film is reverentially depicted and
commented upon by van der Post, as it would be in a number of subsequent documentary films
on the Bushmen. Finally, the influence of Lost World in history will be examined. This will
include a consideration of its political influence, its popular reception and its influence on later

films on the Bushmen.

The most important point to be made about this film series is that it was not made by a
filmmaker, but by a writer utilising film as an extension of a writing project: the book of the
expedition entitled The Lost World of the Kalahari, published in 1958. The book was a fictionalised
account of the expedition which was a great critical and popular success at the time, and
continues to sell well to this day!. This fact differentiates Lost Wor/d from the other films in this
thesis. It will be argued that Losz World draws fully more on literary sources than on other film
sources. As such, as a film Loz World is not particularly interesting or innovative in its
production methods or editing style. Rather, the significance of Losz Worid for this thesis lies in
the complex manner in which van der Post represents his definitive interpretation of the
Bushmen as pristine, primordial primitives in contradistinction to the decadent, spiritually

bankrupt West.

1 ].D.F Jones, Storyteller: The Many Lives of Laurens van der Post (London: John Murray, 2001), pp. 224-28.
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The KFS instalment Bitter Melons (1971) is useful in explaining the background to some of the
content of Bushmen of the Kalahari. Bitter Melons documents a small group of G/wi Bushmen in the
Kalahari Desert in Botswana in the 1950s. The focal point of the film is the blind musician
Oukwane (also spelt ‘Ukxone’), who composes haunting melodies on his hunting bow.
Oukwane’s compositions are used as the soundtrack to Bitter Melons. Routines of daily life are
shown, as are the diverse wildlife and landscape where the little band lives. One of the band
members, Gai, arrives with his relatives and the visit, including games and dances, is recorded.
Eventually !Gai and the visiting relatives set off for the Okwa valley, whilst Oukwane and his
wife stay behind because they are too tired and old to travel. Marshall’s history of filmmaking
with the Ju/Wasi and Khwe of Namibia and Botswana is reflected in Bushmen of the Kalahari
through the use of footage from both The Hunters and Bitter Melons. Furthermore, the personal
relationships he formed with the people he filmed in the 1950s apparently affect his behaviour in

the course of the film.

Bushmen of the Kalahari is a product of the National Geographic Society and an example of the
‘nature films’ that were increasingly popular from the 1960s onwards in America and Britain. It
is a conservative film made in the mould of standard narrative documentaries with an omniscient
narrator, soundtrack music and a linear narrative. After World War II the inheritors of this
model of documentary filmmaking were largely television channels such as the BBC. In the
United States, as in post-WWII Britain, a tradition of state-funded ‘public-education’
documentary production arose, albeit with a considerably more commercial orientation than the
‘not-for-profit’ ethos of the BBC documentary tradition. The two leading American networks,
NBC and CBS, developed latge in-house TV documentary units? which would produce shows in
this very successful sub-category of ‘nature entertainment’ documentary. Post-war America saw
an explosive growth in audiences for these nature documentaries, a phenomenon which Mitman
argues was partly due to war-weary Americans seeking ‘wholesome entertainment’ for their

children. In the 1960s, the environmental movement sparked even greater audience demand for

> Winston, Lies, Damn Lies and Documentary, p. 45.
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natural history shows.!® Mitman argues that natural history television shows about Africa became
vital tools for conservationists. By 1960 (as seen in previous chapters) Africa as ‘an earthly
paradise, an ecological Garden of Eden, became a prominent feature in nature films, television
shows and articles in the popular press.’" The Nationa! Geographic television Specials were a
prime example of this, appearing in the late 1960s and eatly 1970s to meet the growing demand
for a source of knowledge and observation of wildlife and the natural world.!2 That ‘Bushmen’
qualified as ‘nature’ and not ‘people’ reveals how influential the van der Postian myth of the
Bushmen as pristine primitive had become, possibly aided by depictions of the Bushmen in a

ptistine environment found in The Hunters.

In 1966 the National Geographic Society approached David Wolper, head of the successful
television production company David L. Wolper Productions and generally regarded as one of
the great figures in the history of American television!, with the idea of producing a series of
nature specials for the CBS channel in the United States. Wolper Productions went on to
produce 27 National Geographic specials for CBS between 1966 and 1975'* before they were
moved to the PBS network.’> The successful one-hour Specials were seen as an extension of the
high-quality National Geographic magazine format.i® The Specials still are produced by National

Geographic Television today and since 1995 have been hosted by the NBC network.!?

In explaining the ethos behind the Geographic Specials, David Wolper states that ‘we felt that we

could apply the dramatic documentary form to travel-adventure shows, so that they would make

10 Mitman, Ree/ Nature, pp. 204-5.

1 Mitman, Ree/ Nature, pp. 191-92, 194-96.

12 Mitman, Ree/ Nature, p. 205.

13 Brian Peterson, ‘David Wolper: L.A Influential’, at

http://www.usc.edu/dept/pubrel/trojan family/autumn99/Wolper/wolper.html

14Brian Peterson, ‘David Wolper’, at

http://www.usc.edu/dept/pubrel /trojan family/autumn99/Wolper/wolper pg2.html

15 “The National Geographic (Specials and Series)’, at

http:/ /www.classicthemes.com /50sTVThemes/themePages/nationalGeographic.html

16 See for example the perception of the television specials as extensions of the magazine format at
‘National Geographic (Specials and Series)’, at

http://www.classicthemes.com /50sTVThemes/themePages/nationalGeographic.html

17 Alan Bunce, ‘National Geographic specials Migrate back to Netwotk TV, in Christian Science Monitor, vol.
87, no. 8 (1995), p. 13.

127



exciting viewing.'® The merging of travelogue and adventure with the more rigorously
investigative quality of documentary film was epitomised by the National Geographic Society’s
idea that the television Specials should be character-driven, with a strong storyline and inherent
drama.’® Wolper Productions won a number of Emmy and Peabody awards for the Natonal

Geographic specials.20

John Marshall had been expelled from South West Africa in the late 1950s for crimes that were
only darkly hinted at, although Marshall later found out that he had been accused of fathering a
child with a Ju/Wasi woman, a criminal offence in Apartheid-era South West Africa?! His
outspoken agitation for the rights of the Ju/Wasi would also have diminished his popularity in
South West Africa, where, as Gordon has argued, only researchers with ‘impeccable conservative
credentials’ were granted research permits.22 The idea behind Bushmen of the Kalahari, of filming a
reunion between Marshall and the Ju/Wasi after a twenty-year absence on the part of the latter
from southern Africa, suited the National Geographic Society travel-adventure-foreign-culture
format well. For a start, there already existed a connection between the Marshall family and
National Geographic stemming from 1963 when Elizabeth Marshall Thomas’s article ‘Bushmen of
the Kalahari’ about the Marshall Family expeditions to the Ju/Wasi of Nyae Nyae had been
published in the magazine.?> The article had been accompanied by a rich photographic record of
the Marshall expeditions taken by the entire family and included the striking image of a very
young John Marshall joking with some of his Ju/Wasi friends as he filmed them.2* The text and
photographs of this article, presented in full colour, had detailed the hunter-gathering culture of
the then little-known Ju/Wasi. The article had accentuated the isolation and inhospitable nature

of the Kalahari Desert, and the ingenious ways in which Ju/Wasi culture and technology had

18 Brian Peterson, ‘David Wolper’, at

http://www.usc.edu/dept/pubrel/trojan family/autumn99 /Wolper/wolper pg2.html

19 Kathryn Pasternak, Supervising Producer, National Geographic Television, quoted in discussion with
Wendy Jane Carrel, at http://hollywoodnetwork.com/banff/index5.html

20 Brian Peterson, ‘David Wolper’, at

http://www.usc.edu/dept/pubrel/trojan family/autumn99 /Wolper/wolper pg2.html

2! John Marshall, ‘Filming and Learning’, p. 74-5.

2 Gordon, Picturing Bushmen, p. 137.

2 Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, ‘Bushmen of the Kalahari’, Nationa! Geggraphic Magazine, no. 6 (1963), pp.
866-88.

2 Marshall Thomas, ‘Bushmen of the Kalahart’, p. 870.
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been adapted to suit this environment. An image of the writer, Elizabeth Marshall Thomas,
driving an expedition vehicle through the long, dry Kalahari grass with thom trees in the
background had emphasised the foreignness of the landscape and the bravery of the expedition

membets.2>

Having made the series “The Undersea World of Jacques Cousteau’, which debuted on ABC in
1967, David Wolper also realised that audiences responded well to an active, on-screen narrator.2
He would use this strategy again in Bushmen of the Kalabari, this time with John Marshall as the
active narrator, returning to the people his sister had already presented to the National Geographic
readership with her 1963 magazine article. The use of an ‘on-screen’ persona in the NGS
television specials was synonymous with a strategy employed by NGS Magazine. As the
president of NGS said in 1988:

The magazine maintains the classic, first-person, eyewitness-account style that has
characterized it from even before the time of its long-time editor, Dr. Grosvenor [Gilbert
Hovey Grosvenor, editor from 1899 to 1957].%7

In their critical analysis of the National Geographic Society magazine, Nationa! Geographic, Lutz
and Collins have highlighted the Society’s positioning of itself since its inception in 1888 as a
powerful institution in the United States that has safeguarded American values and forged and
cultivated ties with government officials and corporations. National Geographic, they argue, has
throughout its history been a recognisable emblem of conservative middle-class tastes in the
United States. The conservative stance of the Geographic’s editorial committee shifted hardly at all
in the rapidly changing world after World War II. Despite the radicalisation of the race and
culture struggle in the United States after 1964, the Nationa/ Geographic assiduously avoided
reporting on issues that suggested interracial or intercultural conflict. Particularly after World
War I1, the National Geographic attempted to strike a balance between encouraging public interest

in countries unknown but worthy of exploration and presenting the world as a safe, well-ordered

2 Marshall Thomas, ‘Bushmen of the Kalaharf’, p. 870.

26 Brian Peterson, “Wolper’, at
http://www.usc.edu/dept/pubrel/trojan_family/autumn99/Wolper/wolper pg2.html

7 Gilbert M. Grosvenor, ‘A Hundred Years of the National Geographic Society’, The Geagraphical Journal,
vol. 154, no.1 (March 1988), p. 90.
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place.?® The Society did, however, embrace new media for transmitting its work. In 1988, then
president of the NGS, Gilbert M. Grosvenor, wrote that

While the magazine and scientific research remain the hallmark of our Society, National
Geographic is using nearly every medium of twentieth centuty communication to document
and disseminate geographic knowledge: the publicaton of other magazines, including a
research journal aimed at the academic community, large-format books, computer-assisted
cartography, atlases, globes, illustrated lectutes, educational films, high-technology exhibits, radio
broadcast, fekvision specials, video cassettes, compact discs, and video discs [own italics].?

The television Specials were thus an extension of the magazine and a reflection of the ideologies
of the NGS. Whilst avoiding the harsher realities of racial conflict and a radicalised American
political scene, as well as the Vietnam conflict and anti-colonial conflict in Africa, the NGS did
not shy away from a major problem of the second half of the twentieth century: environmental
depredation. Thus, from 1970 onwards National Geographic magazine focused whole issues on
water and air pollution and the state of America’s National Parks.3® In this, Nationa! Geographic
was in touch with a changing world: during the 1950s and 1960s in the US and other developed
nations,

A grassroots ‘protest’ movement had emerged, uncomfortable with the rampant modernism,
social conservatism and naive technophilia of the post-war economic boom.
Environmentalism matured alongside other questioning initiatives such as anti-consumerism,
anti-war, feminist and civil rights that flourished in the reformist climate of the 1960s and
1970s.31

While there is evidence of the consetvative stance of the NGS in Bushmen of the Kalahari, there
exists in the film an interplay of multiple discourses, some of which relate at least obliquely to the
radicalisation of culture in the west and the growing significance of anti-war, anti-racist and anti-
capitalist movements in the 1960s and early 1970s. Depictions of the Bushmen would not be

untouched by the changing times, as will be shown below.

2 Catherine A. Lutz and Jane 1. Collins, Reading Nationa! Geographic (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1993), pp. 15, 38, 40, 43.

» Grosvenor, ‘A Hundred Years of National Geographic’, p. 87.

3¢ Grosvenor, ‘A Hundred Years of National Geographic’, p. 90.

31 William Beinart and Peter Coates, Environment and History: The Taming of Nature in the USA and South Africa
(London: Routledge, 1995), p. 94.
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impression is created of sudden and wrenching spontaneous change from a past which was idyllic
and pristine to a present that is miserable and unsympathetic to the plight of the Bushmen. This
sharp dichotomy echoes previous arguments about Bushmen history as found in Last World of
Kalahari and as implied in The Hunters: that the Bushmen past is a state of ‘ideal culture’ as pristine

primitives.

If there is an implicit argument about the Bushmen past in Bushmen of the Kalahari, it is that all the
poverty-stricken Bushmen in the film were 4/ hunting-and-gathering just twenty years eatlier.
This is bolstered by Marshall’s reminiscences and the insertion into the film of the KFS footage.
This is, of course, a case of ‘false invention,” as the historian Robert Rosenstone terms those
elements of a film that distort the generally accepted discourse of history. The historical record,
shows that by the end of the 1950s, the majority of Bushmen people in southern Africa were
living in poverty, practising mixed economies by planting and farming with goats, herding the
cattle of wealthier farmers or surviving as pootly paid labourers on commercial farms. Only a
few Bushmen groups in South West Africa, and marginally more in Botswana, were living by
hunting-and-gathering. #Toma’s and Marshall’s reminiscences are thus not reflective of the
recent history of all the Bushmen filmed. Given the way Bushmen of the Kalahari is structured, this
is a point that might easily be misunderstood. The significance of the KFS will now be explored

further in the analysis of Bushmen of the Kalahari as a film in history.

6.6 BUSHMEN OF THE KALAHARI AS FILM IN HISTORY

The inclusion of Marshall’s 1950s Ju/Wasi footage into Bushmen of the Kalahari indicates the
degree to which these iconic images would continue to constitute the hegemonic representation
of Bushmen culture(s) on film. As stated in the previous chapter, Marshall would later insist that
any of his footage from the fifties inserted into documentary films had to be dated to show that
the clips were shot in the 1950s and were nof indicative of a continued state of existence for the

Bushmen.®3 Bushmen of the Kalahari is an example of The Hunters and other KFS footage being

3 Personal communication.
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used as a ‘stock footage’ of Bushmen history in a way that strips away the specificity of the
footage and frames it as a universal history. In Bushmen of the Kalahari, the people who are assisted
by Marshall in returning to 'Kadi are not related to either the Khwe people of Bitter Melons or the
Ju/Wasi of The Hunters, and yet the only ‘past’ of the Bushmen in the film is shown through
those clips. Unlike the Ju/Wasi of Nyae Nyae, who only experienced rapid changes in their
material circumstances from 1959 onwards, the Bushmen of Botswana had already suffered rapid
loss of jobs and security around the Ghanzi area throughout the 1950s. The circumstances of the
group found in the desert by Marshall in 1972 were thus emblematic of the same problem that had
caused the death of Oukwane’s family in the 1950s: mainly lack of access to water through

dispossession of their traditional lands.

While circumstances had worsened in Botswana for the Bushmen, they had not radically changed
since Marshall was there in the 1950s. Thus, the ordeting of Bushmen of the Kalahari does not take
into account the complex differences between the different groups of Bushmen living in South
West Africa and Botswana. In The Hunters the Ju/Wasi are specifically named, as is their
geographical location, and all activities and cultural practises are attributed to that particular
group. However, as has been argued, the structure of Bushmen of the Kalahari makes it easy to
misunderstand the Hunters and Bitter Melons footage as representing a general Bushmen past. This
confusion is the result of the format of Bushmen of the Kalahari, which incompletely contextualises

Marshall’s images of the Bushmen, glosses over history and structures the film as an adventure
story.

As seen, both Lost World of Kalahari and The Hunters enjoyed continuing influence into the 1960s
and 1970s. With The Hunters shown on BBC television in 1972; Bushmen of the Kalabari, a National
Geographic Special, coming out in 1974; Elizabeth Marshall Thomas’s publishing success with The
Harmiess People and van der Post’s bestselling ‘Bushmen’ books, it is possible to see how the
tmage of Bushmen as primarily hunters-and-gatherers, as incompatible with modernity, and as
bearers of interesting culture had begun to enter into the popular imagination in both America

and Britain. The scholarly-based anthropological work of Silbetbauer, Lee, DeVore and Tanaka
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would only be published from 1976 onwards. And yet, as seen in the previous chapter, even

these valuable ethnographic studies would be focused on hunting-and-gathering Bushmen.

6.7 CONCLUSION

Bushmen of the Kalahari incongruously merges familiar images of the Bushmen as trance-dancing
mystics whose past was idyllic, with the graphic reality of people changing and adapting —
acculturating — to ever-shifting political and economic realities in Southern Africa. The major
themes of the film are similar in several ways to those in previous films on the Bushmen. These
include the focus on the journey ‘into the past’, the characterisation of the harsh beauty of the
landscape and the Bushmen people’s connectedness to the landscape, the focus on the trance
dance and the elision of historical contextualisation that might explain the plight of the Bushmen.
However, the film also reveals changes in the circumstances of many Bushmen through the
subjective analysis of John Marshall’s voiceover narrative. In the differing discourses of the two
narrators of the film, there are evident ‘streams’ of ideology that are in conflict at moments, and
yet at other times merge to tell one tale — of nostalgia for the Bushmen past, and how the demise

of that culture is an indictment of ubiquitous modernity in the post-war world.

As the key mouthpiece of the National Geographic Society, the influential National Geographic has
traditionally favoured a representation of the world as idealised, exotic and relatively free of pain
and class conflict>* The journey of John Marshall into the Kalahari in the early 1970s sees
repeated encounters with obvious examples of pain, filth, poverty and death. However, the
disturbing circumstances of these encounters are the result of unexplained exzerna/ — and only
briefly mentioned — historical forces. Apart from the pivotal image of the young man at the
centre of the film, the Bushmen groups depicted maintain order and compassion amongst
themselves though consideration, self-control and respect. The world without may be attempting
to fragment the lives of these people, but amongst them there is order and temperance. The

world according to this National Geographic television special remains a place of hope, and when

5 Lutz and Collins, Reading National Geographic, p. 46.
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western Bushmanland, an ‘arid, pootly-watered, and unpopulated wasteland.s3> This move would
remove the Nyae Nyae Kung from their ancestral lands and put paid to any chance of halting the
development of a cattle economy. The conflict between Bushmen hunting rights and
conservation in South West Africa and Botswana would become highly politicised throughout
1980s, as will be seen in the next chapter.

Furthermore, in N/a/ there is further evidence of this dissolution of indigenous culture under
intense pressure from external forces which do not understand Bushmen culture, but which
profit from it. There is a short but revealing example of this in Nz the game warden says that
the budget for Tshumkwe allows for recreation for the Bushmen:

Then we have recreation, that's er, special treats like dances and things given to the Bushmen,
er, R1000. That's for, er, you can say its kind of human relations between us and the Bushmen.

To refer to an important and sacred part of Bushmen culture as ‘special treats’ is patronising.
However, this scene is followed by one of the ‘special treats’ being viewed by tourists taking
photographs, as Nlai helps /Gunda in trance. The Bushmen’s ‘special treats’ are clearly more
than just ‘human relations’ between the administration and the Bushmen — they also constitute a

tourist attraction for paying visitors.

Another white person interviewed at length is the SADF officer. His apparently caring attitude
towards the Bushmen is reflective of the discourse which the SADF was developing around the
militarization of the Bushmen during the SWAPO-South African conflict. The captain explains
to Marshall that his task is to ‘train a few of these Bushmen people in gardening, and eh, eh
farming with sheep and cattle’ and that ‘younger’ Bushmen are accepted into the permanent
SADF force. He goes on to say that ‘the Bushmen are used to the veld’ and are good at
‘tracking’ and ‘survival,” even better than ‘most of our whites’ who come from cities. He ends by

stressing that the Bushmen look up to the whites as their supetiors.

The captain’s words are almost identical to those published in a propagandistic newspaper article
on the SADF’s humanitarian intervention in the lives of the Bushmen. The article, published in

1977, framed the militarization of the Bushmen as a civilising process that was bringing them

6> Richard Lee, “The Gods Must Be Crazy, but the State Has a Plan: Government Policies towards the San
in Namibia’, Canadian Journal of African Studies, vol. 20, no. 1 (1986), p. 96.
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into the modern world, to their very great benefit. The article opens with the line ‘deep in the

dense Caprivi bush a colony of Bushmen are being taught a new culture and a new way of life by

the White man’. ¢

Importantly, this rationale for the militarization of the Bushmen was based on an idea that the
Bushmen had no culture at all: As Commandant P. Hall of the SADF argued in the Volksblad in
1980, the ‘San has no culture to destroy...”

I have been accused that I am interfering with noble tribal members, but there is nothing
noble about people who are riddled with sickness. The Bushman in his natural state had
no noticeable (behoor/ike) tribal system — only a reasonably desperate day to day existence.
We are busy changing their lives drastically and we are reacting thereto by attempting to
give them skills and values.®>

Thus, in the SADF discourse on the Bushmen, as reflected in N/z, there was a reversion to much
eatlier racial ideas about the Bushmen being fundamentally debased and wretched, and in need of
rehabilitadon. This was reminiscent of the racial discourses of The Bushmen. The paternalism
evident in both the captain’s words in the film and the larger discourse that justified Bushmen
incorporation into the SADF also reflected an element of South African Apartheid ideology
‘where unashamed support for the principle of white supremacy was mitigated by the injunction
that the European race must look upon the natives as a sacred trust.’®¢ What the preceding
analysis has shown is the degree to which the prejudices and concerns expressed by the white
officials in N/a/ drew on larger discourses about race, conservation and Apartheid ideology that
were prevalent at the time of the making of the film.

The image of the Bushmen could be used in so many ideological incarnations: for the SADF they
were killers with great skill in tracking and commensurate endurance; for some filmmakers they
were peace-loving primitives living in a pristine Eden. This brings us to an important evident
subtext of N/az: that of nostalgia for the passing of Bushmen hunting-and-gathering culture. As
we have seen, this had been an ongoing pre-occupation of previous filmmaking and scholarship

on the Bushmen. At the start of the film Nlai explains that ‘before the white people came we did

& See newspaper article (Windhoek Adbvertiser, 19/09/77) quoted by Richard Lee in Lee and Hurlich, ‘From
Foragers to Fighters’, pp. 335-36.

¢ Quoted in Richard Lee, ‘The Gods Must Be Crazy’, p. 94.

% Saul Dubow, ‘Afrikaner Nationalism, Apartheid and the Conceptualisation of ‘Race’, Journal of

African History, vol. 33, no. 2 (1992), pp. 213, 224.
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what our hearts wanted. We lived in different places, far apart, and when our hearts wanted to
travel, we travelled”. It becomes easy for a casual viewer of IN/a/ to assume the superiority of the
hunter-gathering lifestyle over the despondency and powerlessness shown at Tshumkwe in the
1970s. As Gordon argues, ‘one can gaze and contemplate a still photograph, whereas movies
encourage not gazing but glancing: shallow, accumulative looks’.6” Or, as MacDougall argues,

Most people only see a film once, and so they never actually see it. Viewing a film for the
first time is a continuous unfolding that is only complete when one reaches the end. At
any point one knows only what has gone before, never what 1s to come. Thus, throughout
the viewing of a film, it remains incomplete; but once it is over, 1t 1s gone, to be grasped in
its entirety only in memory.5

The risk inherent in N/a, then, is that the complexity of analysis and the nuanced depictions in
the film may be overlooked in the fleeting experience of a first viewing and that what remains
paramount in the mind of the viewer is the dichotomy between the relatively secure and
affirmative context of the Ju/Wasi hunter-gatherers in the 1950s and the damaged, chaotic
context of Tshumkwe in the 1970s. This dichotomy is emphasised by the juxtaposition of the
two, starkly contrasted and labelled in subtitle, ‘Tshumkwe: 1958 and ‘Tshumkwe: 1978’, to
prevent confusion. The marking of this boundary serves Nlai’s claim that life has changed for
the worse since the Bushmen have fallen under the administration of the white government.
However, her nostalgia potentially overflows its context and could be read as a more general
lament for the hunter-gathering past, mirroring earlier depictions of the Bushmen in
documentary film.%® In reading N/ai for evidence of the values and attitudes of the people and
period that produced it, it is possible to discern a certain idealisation of the hunting-and-gathering
past — once again the outcome of utilising Marshall’s KFS as illustration of this past. Within the
context of the film this nostalgia has a clear rationale — the fundamental difference between Nlai’s

past and Nlai’s present is the memory of group autonomy versus the sure knowledge of the

67 Gordon, ‘Captured on Film’, p. 215. Gordon goes on to argue (p. 215) that ‘it is glancing and not gazing
that has encouraged and shaped the way tourists now look at those they label Bushmen’.

8 MacDougall, Transcultural Cinema, p. 28.

8 Wilton Martinez writes that while researching students’ assumptions about ‘the primitive’, he discovered
that most students conceptualised ‘primitiveness’ as ‘both an essentialist presence — an ‘otiginal’ and ‘basic’
form of life characterised by instinct and survival — and a ‘lack’ or regressive absence, signalled by a lack of
culture, of development and of intelligence. They see the ‘primitive’ either as ‘simple’, ‘pure’ and ‘naive’,
thus emphasising ‘positive’ attitudes associated with the romanticised image of the ‘Noble Savage’, or as
‘wild’, ‘backward’ and ‘lacking education, language, morals’. See Martinez, ‘Towards a Theory of
Ethnographic Film Spectatorship’, in Peter Ian Crawford and David Turton (eds.), Film as Ethnography, pp.
145-46.
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contemporary powerlessness of herself and her people. However, the structuring of the film
contributes to this nostalgia — the past is idyllic, in many respects, and Nlai and her friends and
family look more dignified in the KFS sequences in the first half of the film than in the second
half, when they are dressed in ragged Western clothing and mostly either are fighting with each
other or are drunk. We have seen that the film contains evidence of Marshall’s emotional
response to the events he witnessed in Tshumkwe in the 1970s — the shaking camera, the
desperate questions. IN/s can be read not only as a lament by Nlai herself for her lost culture and
traditions, but also as a lament by John Marshall. Furthermore it is a lament that was being heard

around the world in the 1970s, as the plight of indigenous cultures came under greater scrutiny.

7.4 FILM AS EVIDENCE II:
7.41 WHAT N/AITELLS US ABOUT BUSHMEN IN THE 1970s

As we have seen, in N/ Marshall acutely reflects the larger historical context through the film’s
various vignettes, including the declaration of the Bushmanland ‘homeland’, the burgeoning
reliance on a cash economy, the prohibitive legislation controlling hunting and gathering, the rise
of illness and alcoholism and the influence of the SADF’s presence in the region. These were the
problems of ‘acculturated’ Bushmen — indigenous populations plunged suddenly into new modes
of living, In Lost World of Kalabari and Bushmen of the Kalahari there was evidence of such
‘acculturated” Bushmen who clearly no longer were practising hunting-and-gathering, even many
of whom had never practised hunting-and-gathering, but their presence was not properly
explained. In N/ it is ‘acculturated’ Bushmen and their societal problems that is the exclusive

focus of extensive investigation.

This is what the film tells us about a particular group of Bushmen in the late 1970s in Northern
Namibia. The first and most obvious problem faced by the residents of Tshumkwe is the social

dissolution that constitutes location life. Alcoholism is identified as major symptom of this. A
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recurring problem in indigenous communities around the world”, it was rampant at Tshumkwe
by the time Marshall arrived in 1978, with violence and aggressive fighting accompanying bouts
of drinking.”? A particularly harrowing scene occurs three-quarters of the way through Nz,
epitomising the ‘eyewitness account’ impression which the film gives. In the scene, Nlai's
daughter, Hwa//a, is accused by her husband, //Gau, who is in a drunken rage, of being a
whore who ‘would sleep with her brother’. He hits her. A young man pulls them apart. /Gunda
defends his daughter, calling //Gau mad. //Gau storms up, threatening to kill them, shouting
that he didn't start the conflict, but that he will finish it. Nlai denies that her daughter is sleeping
around, but points out that her husband believes the rumours. She adds ‘people are jealous but I
fear my husband’. Immediately her aunt, U, screams at Nlai that no one is jealous of her, and
that is she insulting people by saying so. She accuses Nlai and her daughter of being ‘on heat’.
Nlai, in an aside to the camera, confides that she doesn't know whether or not her daughter is
sleeping around. She is filmed approaching her daughter. Someone warns Hwa//a that her
mother is coming. Hwa//a runs, crying ‘no mother’. Nlai grabs her. Suddenly /Gunda runs up

and attacks both Nlai and Hwa//a, crying ‘filthy wife, filthy daughter!”.

This harrowing scene identifies two elements of the problems relating to alcohol consumption at
Tshumkwe. The first is the aggression and the physical abuse that accompanied bouts of
drinking, the second is the despair and impotence experienced by all members of the community.
The effects of excessive alcohol consumption are painfully apparent, as are the dismal living

conditions that precipitate and exacerbate the problem.’?

Nlai highlights another important problem related to life at Tshumkwe: the Ju/Wasi who live

there are dependent on work which they neither fully understand, nor fully support. An example

70 Augie Fleras and Jean Leonard Elliot, The Nations Within: Aboriginal-State Relations in Canada, the United
States and New Zealand (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 5.

"1 Volkman, ‘Guide to N/a?, pp. 16-17. See also Marshall and Ritchie, “Where are the Ju/Wasi of Nyae
Nyae?’, p. 95.

72 Cameraman Ross McElwee provides fascinating insight into the filming of this sequence. Filming in fact
took place over seven hours and was done by McElwee and Marshall. He describes how ‘The !Kung are a
very short people, and [ had this odd sense of not being there, of being invisible. An angry Kung rushed in
my direction bandying a large stick, seemingly at me, but actually in pursuit of another [Kung who
happened to be next to me. But my presence was never actually acknowledged.” The seven hours were
edited down to the ten-minute sequence shown in N/ See Scott MacDonald, ‘Southern Exposure: An
Interview with Ross McElwee’, Film Quarterly (Spring 1988), p. 16.
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of the latter occurs towards the end of the film. A Ju/Wasi artist, who is working on an
ornamental shield to sell to toutists, is approached by two SADF soldiers who attempt to recruit
him for the army. When their efforts are unsuccessful they take to mocking him. Their
interchange is revealing:

[white soldier] ~ Those soldiers are Bushmen too.
They fight SWAPO.
How come you're scared?
You think SWAPO will shoot you?
[Ju/Wasi artist] I really have too much work.
[white soldier] ~ Just grab a gun and shoot.
fartist] SWAPO will shoot me.
[white soldier] ~ You're just chicken.
We'll teach you to lie in the grass and he won't see you. When SWAPO walks
by you shoot him.
fartist] I'll just stay home. I'm a cook.
[white soldier] ~ Ja! Justa cook.

The artist’s response reveals an antipathy toward joining the army; an antipathy which crude
teasing does not undermine. The artist is not willing to be involved in the war, and he is not
convinced of the South African soldiers’ argument. On the film set of the feature film which
Nlai is acting in, N'ai expresses her frustration at the lack of clarity on what her acting job entails.
She says in irritated tones to Marshall’s camera that ‘I’m supposed to be the wife in the hut. Do

they want the hunter with me? They never make sense!”

In both these sequences, Bushmen are recruited on the basis of their ‘Bushmanness’. As
discussed in the previous section, the SADF publicly emphasised the particular suitability of
Bushmen for combat in the bush due to their good tracking skills, and knowledge of the veld.
Similarly, for the feature filmmakers, the residents of Tshumkwe (once suitably tidied up) /leok
like the Bushmen he needs for his film, although they have to don skins in order to look
authentically ‘pristine’. What these sequences reveal is that by the 1970s Bushmen in South West
Africa had to enact their traditional lifestyles (tracking for the army or acting as pristine Bushmen

for filmmakers) as a means of securing a minimal income.”

3 Gordon makes this point when he writes that, for tourists, ‘Authentic Bushmen are those who dance
exactly as they do in the countless (real and pseudo) documentary films made about them... The national
identities of Bushmen have been reduced and simplified into a handy bit of shorthand, a saleable image.’
Gordon, ‘Captured on Film’, pp. 212, 228.
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Nlai also reveals evidence of the presence within the community at Tshumkwe of overtly
expressed opposition to the external imposition of political and social identity. In chapter six it
was shown that Bushmen of the Kalahari contains a moment of self-identification of #Toma with
his hunting-and-gathering past. Similarly in N/4/, because many of the Bushmen people filmed
are also given space in which to speak to the camera, we see evidence of their response to, and
interpretation of, their material conditions. Thus, despite pressure and even mockery, the
Ju/Wasi artist refuses to be signed up for the army. #Toma contradicts the army captain’s
assertion that the Bushmen are grateful to the SADF for the chances they offer them by stating
in matter-of-fact tones he does not support the SADF, and that he would not allow his children
to be soldiers, ‘the experts at anger.” He goes on to state that in fact they would ‘share the pot

with SWAPO.

And Nlai laughs off a sermon preached to her and her family at church, where the Christian
minister uses the story of the prostitute at the well whom Jesus absolves of her sins (John 4) to
explain that any sin can be forgiven if people simply ask for forgiveness. Nlai says laughingly that

Now really, those two at the waterhole never even met before. How can a woman go down to
the waterhole with a perfect stranger? Calling himself God's son? It would have been very
bad. Her husband would have punished her for being alone with such a man! That man was
fooling her.

Indeed, it was a noted fact that attempts to convert the residents at Tshumkwe to Christianity
enjoyed limited success.™ Nlai also identifies the problems that filmmakers cause in furthering the
discord at Tshumkwe. She explains to the camera that ‘people are really yelling at me, because of
the work I have with you and other white people... people are saying that I have many things
and they nothing. They say these South Africans take my picture because they think I am

beautiful. That's why I get paid.’

Richard Lee expressed concern in 1986 at the lack of organised political movements amongst the
Bushmen of the then South West Africa and Botswana, which was markedly different to the
situation at the time in other parts of the world where organisations such as the Australian

Outback Movement and the Dene Nation Movement in Canada advocated the rights of local

7+ Richard Lee, “The Gods Must Be Crazy’, p. 92.
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indigenous populations.”  Political mobilisation did in fact occur amongst the Ju/Wasi
throughout the eighties, and was led at Tshumkwe by people such as Tsamko #Toma, #Toma’s
son. Just after the release of N/a, in 1981, the Ju/Wasi Bushmen Development Foundation was
started by John Marshall and residents of Tshumkwe with the aim of producing food by
developing agriculture.” In IN/a/ there is evidence of the stirring of this political consciousness in
a marked undercutrent of opposition to the external imposition of ideas and expectations upon
the Ju/Wasi, expressed through humorous mocking or quiet refusal to co-operate, as well as an
awareness in people like Nlai and #Toma of the degree to which these external forces bred
mistrust and anger within the community. The question of self-identity amongst the Bushmen

themselves brings us to the next section of this chapter, which discusses N/4 as a historiography.

7.4 NIAIAS HISTORIOGRAPHY

Nlai reflects its protagonist’s life as it changes over time, from childhood to adulthood. It is Nlai
herself who tells this story, though her recollections of childhood are illustrated by images from
Marshall’s KFS. Thus once again we see Marshall’s KFS utilised as source of evidence about the
Bushmen past. The view presented by Nlai herself is that life in Tshumkwe is a dreadful, hungry
affair. She explains that people fight constantly because they are hungry and jealous of those
who have greater access to resources, as she does. We witness these fights at length in the film,
as do we witness Nlai’s post-mortem analysis of the major battles. She argues that illness and
hunger are the reality of life at Tshumkwe, and that in comparison to this her life as a young girl
living with her band, hunting-and-gathering in Nyae Nyae in the 1950s was a vastly superior
experience. Marshall in turn uses Nlai’s oral testimony as a structuring device to mount an
argument about how the Ju/Wasi’s co-option into a sedentary life at Tshumkwe has been
severely mismanaged not just at an administrative level, but at an ideological level, where racist
and crude perceptions of who and what the Bushmen are have contributed to inappropriate

management of Tshumkwe. Thus, it can be argued that Marshall is using Nlai’s story as a means

> Richard Lee, ‘The Gods Must Be Crazy’, pp. 96-7.
76 John Marshall, ‘Filming and Learning’, p. 102.
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of arguing about history in N/z;. Marshall is comparing the past with the present, and presenting,
with Nlai’s oral testimony and his archival footage of the Ju/Wasi in the 1950s as evidence, a

critical account of this change over time.

Utlising Marshall’s KFS footage to illustrate Nlai’s recollections of the past means the meaning
of that past is limited to what Marshall filmed but also how things looked on that film. Whilst Nlat in
Nlai remembers back to when her family had enough water and food to eat, and is actually
shown eating and drinking with her family, Marshall explains that in the 1950s the Kung in Nyae
Nyae were still independent hunter-gatherers. Furthermore, when Nlai explains how exciting it
was when her father hunted for meat, Marshall illustrates this with clips from The Hunters. This is
an exact example of Marshall’s KFS footage constituting a record of ‘Bushmen history’. And as

was argued in chapter five, The FHunters contains romanticised and edited elements of the hunt.

It is argued here that, in N/, the insertion of Marshall’s KFS, which includes a degree of
inherent romanticism in their construction, is appropriate because Nlai herself romanticises her
hunting-and-gathering past. It is argued here that the nostalgia inherent in N/a is not only
Marshall’s nostalgia, but also Nlai’s nostalgia. N/z/ as historiography acknowledges this nostalgia,
because it reflects something important about the conditions at Tshumkwe in the 1970s — that
they were worse than when the Ju/Wasi were hunting-and-gathering. But more than that, the
footage from the 1950s reflects something else that Nlai is trying to express in N/zz: her own
identification with her hunting-and-gathering past. For example she says at the start of the film
that

When the white people first came, I was already a young woman with breasts. Before the
white people came we did what our hearts wanted. We lived in different places, far apart,
and when our hearts wanted to travel, we travelled. We were not poor. We had everything
we could carry. No one told us what to do. Now the white people tell us to stay in this
place. There are too many people. There is no food to gather. Game is far away and people
are dying of tuberculosis. But when I was a little girl we left sickness behind us when we

moved.
There is an inevitable risk in such use of ‘oral testimony’ in N/z7. As David MacDougall argues,

The inclusion of indigenous narrative often raises the questions of whether the film i1s making
indigenous statements or merely absorbing a device into its own narrative strategies. Inevitably
a method that purports to disperse its authority to its subjects is also capable of using this to
reinforce its own.”’

7 MacDougall, Transcultural Cinema, p. 154.
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MacDougall’s criticism is valid, but this does not necessarily discount the argument about history
present in IN/ai. It has already been acknowledged that to some degree the nostalgia in N/ai is
Marshall’s own nostalgia for the hunting-and-gathering past. However, all historiography that
utilises oral testimony as a source runs a similar risk. As John Tosh argues,

It is naive to suppose that [oral] testimony represents a pure distillation of past experience, for
in an interview each party is affected by the other. It is the historian who selects the informant
and indicates the area of interest...whatever the evidence it rests on, the notion of a direct
encounter with the past is an illusion, but perhaps nowhere more than in the case of testimony
from hindsight. The ‘voice of the past’ is inescapably the voice of the present 100.7

In reflecting this romanticising of the past in its protagonist’s testimony, N/z seems to be arguing
that hunting-and-gathering culture remains an important part of the way the Ju/Wasi see
themselves and relate to the rest of the world even in the 1970s. It remains an important memory
for Nlai, and informs her discontent with the conditions at Tshumke. It also gives her a sense of
identity in the face of ideological impositions such as evangelical Christianity — we see how Nlai
mocks the sermon of the pastor and reinterprets the story of the woman at the well according to
her own understanding of correct behaviour, using the word ‘waterhole’ instead of ‘well” — once
again a reference to her hunting-and-gathering past. It thus is argued here that N/z/ constitutes a
historiography that presents Nlai’s romanticised past as a means of emphasising the problems of
the present. It is also suggested that, whilst Marshall arguably emphasises Nlai’s nostalgia for her
hunting-and-gathering past because of his ow#n nostalgia about that past, there is also a degree to
which Nlai’s recollections constitute another example of Bushmen self-identification with

hunting-and-gathering, as we saw occur with #Toma in Bushmen of the Kalahar.

The history of Bushmen before the 1950s (before Nlai’s childhood) is represented by Marshall as
constituting twenty thousand years of hunting-and-gathering. Thus, in N’z history as ‘change-
over-time’ is once again reserved for the recent past of the Bushmen. As a historiography of the
Bushmen, then, N/a/ both reconstitutes old myths about the Bushmen past, whilst at the same

time reflecting how these ‘myths’ were becoming important as a form of self-identity at

Tshumkwe in the late 1970s.

"8 Tosh, The Pursuit of History, p. 213.
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7.5 N!AI AS A FILM IN HISTORY

It has been argued in the introduction to this chapter that N/a/’s influence was felt largely within
academia, although this might arguably be extended to included the ‘art-house’ circuit and
documentary enthusiasts, since the film was shown at a number of documentary film festivals
around the world and enjoyed some popular success in the United States through its televising on
PBS. At the film festivals N/az received a large number of awards, including the CINE Golden
Eagle; the American Film Festival Blue Ribbon; Grand Prize: Cinema du Reel; International Film
and Television Festival, NY: Best Television Documentary, International News Coverage
Festival: Grand Prize and RAI: Highest Film Commendation.” Robert Gordon in his review for
American _Anthropologist wrote that ‘as a resource for courses dealing with culture change,
colonization, Africa, race relations, sex roles, conflict, and political economy it should prove
invaluable’ and in the American anthropological journal RAIN Joan Kathryn O’ Donnel wrote
that ‘this is... a truly remarkable film... focusing on individual life history the structure is both
synchronic and diachronic... Nlai speaks in the present, about her own and her people’s past; at
the same time we see that past, including Nlai’s own childhood and adolescence.”® Nlai herself
would be placed alongside Nanook as an example of a ‘star’ of ethnographic cinema by

influential ethnographic filmmaker and theorist David MacDougall 8!

Nlai was also shown on American television as part of the Odyssey television series in 1980.
Odyssey was the first American anthropology television series and was funded by the National
Endowment for the Humanities and the Cotporation for Public Broadcasting. The first series
consisted of five one-hour documentaries that PBS owned — and N/z was one of these films.
The success of the series saw a further twelve hour-long documentaries being aired which aimed
at ‘exploring people and cultures’. In addition, a magazine containing notes about the
background to the anthropological searches themselves was published to supplement the

programines.

9 See ‘Nlai: The Story of a [Kung Woman’ at http:/ /www.der.org/films/nai-kung-woman.htm]

8 Robert Gordon, ‘Review of Nlas: The Story of a [Kung Woman®, American Anthropologist, vol. 83, no. 3 (1981),
pp- 740-41; Joan Kathryn O’ Donnell, ‘Review of Odyssey Series’, RAIN, no. 41 (December 1980), pp. 7-9.
8 David MacDougall, Transcultural Cinerna, p. 140.
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As a film /n history, N/a/ was an early challenge to the van der Postian myth of the Bushmen as
enduring pristine primitives in the third quarter of the twentieth century. N/a/ was released in the
year that saw the first in a series of revisionist writings on the history of hunter-gatherers in
southern Africa that sought to override the discourse of isolationism in much Bushmen
ethnography and to show that the Bushmen had for centuries been integrated into the local
economic systems of the Kalahari region.$2 As discussed in the introduction to this thesis, later
works such as Robert J. Gordon’s The Bushmen Myth would similarly challenge the mythical
interpretation of the Bushmen as pristine primitives living untouched by the modern world.
Gordon, who greatly admired N/, undertook at Marshall’s request an extensive analysis of the
conditions at Tshumkwe in the early 1980s, a process which influenced him on both a personal
and a professional level.#> As Gordon writes in The Bushmen Myth:

The contemporary social problems in Bushmanland, the Apartheid generated ‘homeland,’
which John Marshall so movingly captured in his film N/ai: The Story of a Kung Woman, are
thus not the result of isolation but are rather the product of the texture of the Bushmen’s
ties with the wider society.?*

Furthermore, in 1981, a year after the release of N/aj, the book Nisa: The Life and Words of a !Kung
Woman by American researcher Matjorie Shoshtak was published.85 The book told the story of
Nisa, a !Kung woman living in the Dobe region of Botswana and was based on a series of
interviews between Nisa and the author. Nisg was an international best-seller (precise figures
unavailable) and in 1997 was still the best-selling ethnography of all time.8 Gordon attributes its
success in part to that of N/ The publication of the former marked a shift away from
researching hunter-gatherers based on models of biology and the natural sciences. Instead,

researchers such as Shoshtak drew on historical, symbolic and interpretative frameworks to base

82 Carmel Schrire, ‘An Enquiry into the Evolutionary Status and Apparent Identity of San Hunter-
Gatherers’, Human Ecolggy, vol. 8 (1980), pp. 9-32; Robert J. Gordon, “The IKung in the Kalahati Exchange:
An Ethnohistorical Perspective’, in C. Schrire (ed.), Past and Present in Hunter-Gatherer S tudses (Orlando:
Academic Press, 1984), pp. 195-224; ]. Denbow, ‘Prehistoric Herders and Foragers of the Kalahari: The
Evidence for 1500 Years of Interaction’, in C. Schrire (ed.), Past and Present in Hunter-Gatherer S tudies, pp.
175-93; ]. Patkington, ‘Soaqua and Bushmen: Hunters and Robbers’, in C. Schrire (ed.), Past and Present in
Hunter-Gatherer Studies, pp. 151-74; J. Denbow and E. Wilmsen, ‘Iron Age Pastoral Settlements in
Botswana’, South African Journal of Science, vol. 79 (1986), pp.40-8; ]. Denbow, ‘A New Look at the Later
Prehistory of the Kalahaxr’, Journal of African History, vol. 27, no. 3 (1986), pp. 3-28.

8 Gordon, The Bushmen Myth, p. 1.

& Gordon, The Bushmen Myth, p. 12.

% Marjorie Shostak, Nisa: The Life and Story of a IKung Woman (New York: First Vintage Books, 1983).

8 Gordon, Picturing Bushmen, p. 124.
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which this research has highlighted — that documentary films are difficult to track in terms of
their general popularity, particularly older films. This point will be considered at greater length in

the conclusion to the thesis.

8.6.2 INFLUENCE IN ACADEMIA: THE KALAHARI DEBATE

Since People of the Great Sandface claimed to be a factual representation of a G/wi band,
anthropologists took notice of the film. It has been argued that this was in part due to the
vociferous debate surrounding Gods which had increased interest in the representation of the
Bushmen in popular film, but Sandface had raised some difficult and persistent questions of its
own that would be debated in a number of anthropological journals. These debates have been
referenced throughout the course of this chapter, however, as stated in the introduction to this
thesis, the debates that arose around specific documentary films on the Bushmen were reflective
of changing understandings of the Bushmen in academic anthropology, and also reflected
changing intellectual currents that challenged reified depictions of the Bushmen as pristine

primitives.

Much of the academic cnticism levelled at Sandface was reflective of emerging ways of
understanding the position of Bushmen in the modern states of Southern Africa. As shown in
Nlai: The Story of a Kung Woman, it was becoming less and less possible — and less and less
justifiable — to study the ethnography of Bushmen hunter-gatherer groups when these cultures,
under sustained pressure from rapidly changing political and economic climates, were shifting
and adapting in response. T'wo of the major critics of Sandface were Robert J. Gordon and Edwin
Wilmsen. As discussed in the introduction, in the late 1980s and early 1990s both scholars would
publish major revisionist and critical studies of the mythical representation of Bushmen as
evidenced particularly in the scientific study of their bodies and cultures in anthropological
writing.

In his review of Sandface, Gordon criticised what he identified as a complete denial of history in

the film, epitomised by vague, unexplained statements in the voiceover narrative such as ‘time
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and history have taken a toll on their numbers’. Gordon argued that the film failed to offer any
kind of historical context, either for the historical dispossession of the Bushmen, or for their own
context in Botswana in the late seventies and early eighties. He wrote that

If this film had been made thirty, or even fifteen years ago, it would have been hailed as a
masterpiece, but so overwhelmingly has the political dimension been in Southern Africa
that it would only be a foolishly naive or a conservative positivist filmmaker who would
not at least make some passing reference to the wider socio-political context [in which the
film was produced].>8

Gordon furthermore condemned the film for its crude mythologising of the G/wi, who he said
came across as ‘objects’ as opposed to subjects of Myburgh’s camera, and for a narration filled
with ‘naive, romantic psychologisms representing them as some contemporary throwback to
some imagined primeval men.” As seen eatlier in this thesis, Gordon located Myburgh’s film at
the tail end of a long tradition of wotk by white South Africans who elevated the ‘wild bushmen’
to the status of mythic icons. Gordon concluded that Myburgh was not unique in having
conceived and propagated this distorted image, but was part of a pedigreed white South African

intellectual tradition.5?

Anthropologist Edwin Wilmsen and filmmaker John Marshall also condemned Sandface for
distortion and elision of the historical record. Marshall was particulatly critical of the subtext of
the film which suggested that the Bushmen could sutvive without water in the desert.®> Marshall
calculated that, since a #rama melon contained about a pint of water, for the G/wi group in
Sandface to have lived on the moisture from these melons for an entire year in one camp as
alleged by the film, there should have been about 20 000 melon husks littering the shots that
Myburgh took of the camp.6! Marshall’s point was significant given the influence that the myth
of waterless survival had had on legislation in the country, patticulatly in the influencing of MPs
involved in writing the Constitution of Botswana in the 1960s. Then it had been recommended
that the Bushmen be allowed to live in the CKRG since it was believed ‘that surviving on roots

and melons was a normal and sustainable condition.’

58 Gordon, ‘Pegple of the Great Sandface , p. 30.

% Gordon, ‘Pegple of the Great Sandface, pp. 32-3.

60 Marshall, ‘At the Other End of the Camera’, p. 171.
61 Marshall, ‘At the Other End of the Camera’, p. 168.
62 Marshall, ‘At the Other End of the Camera’, p. 169.
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The consequences of this myth of waterless survival were deadly for inhabitants of the Central
Kalahari Game Reserve, who sometimes died attempting to find water in the Botswana farming

block of Ghanzi when CKGR boreholes dried up or became blocked.

Edwin Wilmsen also argued that certain rituals had been romanticised in the film, distorting the
ethnographic information therein.®®> He argued that ‘any conceptual isolation of peoples in a time
outside which they actually exist or in a menta] state different from that of their contemporaries
feeds racist ideologies. Myburgh’s mythopoetic, reverential voice-over does just that.’** Other
reviewers of Sandface were less harsh' than Wilmsen and Gordon. Mathias Guenther, an
anthropologist who since the 1960s had worked amongst the various Bushmen groups in
Botswana, expressed approval for the ‘genuine sympathy of the narrator [Myburgh] for the
people’ and said that the film presented ‘a vast and valuable body of ethnographic information on
a Bushman group that, for once, is not the Kung’. Geunther recommended Sandface as an
‘excellent’ supplement to the key ethnographic works produced on the G/wi by George
Silberbauer and Jiro Tanaka.®> However, it is notable that Silberbauer, for example, had
produced work on the G/wi that Wilmsen had criticised as being part of the isolationist
paradigm which revisionist anthropologists and historians were seeking to overthrow, and
Silberbauer had in turn criticised Wilmsen’s thesis that hunting and gathering was a last ditch

survival strategy and not a cultural identity. 66

The purpose of juxtaposing the different responses to Sandface and tracing the intellectual
positions held by the various critics is to show the confusing, often contradictory slew of

responses to the film.6” Furthermore, it is useful to see that the various commentators were

¢ Edwin Wilmsen, ‘Comment on Pegple of the Great Sandface, p. 176.

¢ Wilmsen, ‘Comment’, p. 164.

¢ Mathias Guenther, ‘Review of Peaple of the Great Sandface, p. 44.

66 See Wilmsen, Land Filled With Flies, p. 5 and Silberbauet, ‘Motbid Reflexivity’, pp. 96-8.

7 Thete was anothet contribution to the literature that grew up around Sandface that generated further
debate. The controversy prompted Keyan Tomaselli, a South African Professor of Media Studies, to
convene a panel discussion on the film amongst three African Studies scholats based in the United States
who had not seen the film and were not aware of the controversy it had generated. The contents of the
discussion are vague and highly speculative. Since no historical context is provided for the film (certainly
not 4y the film), the panellists ended up discussing the autobiographical subtext of the film and agreeing
that it deals far more with Myburgh’s journey into himself, in search of himself than with the G/wi and that, had
Myburgh acknowledged this, the film would have been far mote acceptable and less controversial. See
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the light of accusations that the film was staged, and the strongly interpretive influence of the

filmmaker.

As historiography, it was atgued that Sandface, as with previous documentary films on the
Bushmen, argues that the Bushmen have no history in the sense that their culture and traditions
have remained the same over time. However, Sandface is also claimed to be a depiction of ‘history
in the making’, a portrait of the demise of the very last traditional Bushmen in the world. Thus
the film claims status as a first-hand account of this demise — a dramatic effect which reinforces

its entertainment value.

Finally, as a film 7» history, Sandface was broadcast on television throughout England and
America. This thesis has considered the influential nature of such made-for-television
ethnographic film. It was noted that it is difficult to trace the influence of documentary films
shown on television, and that the major debate around the film occurred within academia,
amongst anthropologist and historians. The nature of this debate reflected changing scholarly
approaches to the study of Bushmen culture and the rise of revisionist scholarship that critiqued

any depiction of Bushmen as isolated pristine primitives.

The eighties was a time that saw the rapid politicisation of indigenous nations across the world.
For example in Brazil, indigenous people and environmentalists joined forces in opposing
ecologically destructive dams, roads, mines and colonisation schemes. Throughout the wotld
international NGQO’s such as Environmental Defence Fund, National Wildlife Federation,
Nature Conservancy, Rainforest Action Network and World Wildlife Fund began to agitate for
native rights to land and resources.”? In South West Africa John Marshall and some of the
Ju/Wasi founded the Ju/Wasi Bushmen Development Foundation in 1981. Thus, even in the
fractious environment of southern African politics, with the ongoing war between the Apartheid
state and SWAPO in South West Africa, a grassroots political awareness was growing amongst

the Ju/Wasi in northern Namibia. By 1989, Botswana’s Bushmen population would also begin

72 Conklin and Graham, “The Shifting Middle Ground’, p. 695.
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CHAPTER NINE

CONCLUSION

THE GREAT DANCE: MYTH, HISTORY AND IDENTITY IN
DOCUMENTARY FILM REPRESENTATIONS OF THE BUSHMEN FROM

1925 - 2000

FORWARD TO 2000

Throughout the eighties and nineties the image of Bushmen as pristine primitives temained
ascendant in popular filmmaking. Guds spawned a number of spin-offs, including a sequel filmed by
Uys called The Gods Must Be Cragy II (1989) and a number of Chinese-produced sequels entitled Fer
shou he shang (The Gods Must Be Cragy 111, 1991), Heonggong ya fungkwong (The Gods Must Be Cragy IV,
1993), and Fez ghou chao ren (The Gods Must Be Cragy 17, 1994). Of these, only The Gods Must Be Cragy
II achieved any notable distribution in the West. In the early 1980s Laurens van der Post participated
in a six-part documentary series entitled Testament to the Bushmen (1983) which was largely a testament
to van der Post himself, centred on his putative lifelong connection to the Bushmen and rehashing
the themes of Lost World of Kalahari such as the primordial significance of Bushmen culture for the
decadent West.! The film was shown on BBC television in 1984, accompanied by an illustrated book

by Jane Taylor which was published by Viking and Penguin to ‘positive notices’.2

In 1996 the Discovery Channel aired a documentary entitled Hunters of the Kalahari by Richard
Waxman and Wayne Derrick. Despite its documentary status the film was largely re-enacted by
Bushmen ‘actors’ hired by the directors. Cattle, boreholes, old people and Western clothing were
removed from the lives of the people filmed so that they could be portrayed as living pristine

primitives in perfect symbiosis with their environment, completely removed from the harsh realities

! Jones, Storyteller, pp. 369-70.
2 Jones, Storyteller, p. 369.

224































































































