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…the meaning of any episode was not inside like a kernel, but outside,
enveloping the tale which brought it out only as a glow brings a haze, in the
likeness of one of those misty halos that sometimes are made visible by the
spectral illumination of the moonshine.
Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness1

Sammy Baloji's (b. 1978) The Album is the effect of a remarkable voyage. The artist
follows the tracks of Major Henry Pauwels, the Belgian adventurer and hunter who,
like many of his contemporaries, traveled in the early 20th century (more
specifically: between 1911 and 1913) into the heart of Africa (to the eastern regions
of Belgian Congo) in search of animals and people: the objects of his passions for
hunting and photography. On the pages of Pauwels’ album (Album de Photos,

1912-1913, Central Afrique, Zaire) we see intermingled pictures of the inhabitants of
these places with dead or living animals: animals as inhabitants, inhabitants as
animals. And the photographs allow for a blurring between the two, thereby
becoming a crucial element in the politics of dehumanization. (At the same time,
however, as Mark Twain observed in his 1905 pamphlet King Leopold’s Soliloquy, it
was precisely photography – Kodak’s device – that became the only witness to the
atrocities committed in Congo.) Ethnography thus becomes inextricably bound up
with zoology, with studies of nature, with a passion for hunting – as well as
a pseudoscientific photographic study of incidents and adventures along the way.
On the other hand, the ‘loose’ form of the album draws our attention away from
this photographic violence, directing it instead towards the narration. For these are
merely the memoirs of a journey (accompanied by Pauwels), a collection of oddities,
notes made in the margins of the author’s main mission, which was to collect and
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transport objects for display in the Royal Museum of Central Africa in Tervuren.
Baloji adds another element to this collection: the photographs he took himself and
those taken by the photographer and journalist Chrispin Myano during their recent
trips to places visited by Pauwels. These visual records depict the grim reality of
day-to-day life in a Congo marked by war and violence. The album is therefore not
only a palimpsest of various temporalities, but also the result of a particular
exchange between two operating images of the people of Congo: Baloji shows
Myano Pauwels’ album; Myano in turn displays his archive of wartime images from
the regions. Somewhere in between, as a result of this multi-layered encounter,

The Album is born.
It is hard to see Baloji’s work as a straightforward deconstruction of Pauwels’
documentation. It is rather a jumbling of its messages, giving new meaning to
traces of the past - a critique that is uncomfortable because it refers not only to
what has passed, but also to the present, which to Baloji remains a ruin. The artist
equates colonial wounds and post-colonial legacies (as in Derek Walcott’s poem, in
2

which, “The rot remains with us, the people are gone,” ) focusing, however, not on
the scale of suffering but on the odd temporality that makes the ghosts of the past
persist stubbornly, refusing to be exorcised, reappearing before viewers. In this
case, the past takes the form of black and white photographs of Congolese long
since passed away, the victims of colonial violence, “individuals without an anchor,
3

without a horizon, colorless, stateless, rootless - a race of angels” At the same time
the ethnographic and natural photographs taken by Pauwels, when viewed
individually, remain silenced, mute. That which animates The Album also animates
history, gives it color, breaks its silence – the contemporary elements, Myano and
Baloji’s images of refugee camps, soldiers, weapons… This can be seen clearly on
the twenty-fifth page of The Album, where Baloji brings together two of Pauwels’
‘ethnographic’ images featuring people from Congo gazing directly into the camera
(juxtaposing them with images of women with their backs turned), with
a contemporary photo of a soldier who is looking backwards at the viewer.
Abstracting even from the startling (perhaps overdetermined) analogy to Walter
Benjamin and his ‘angel of history,’ there is no way of escaping the sense that
among these three pairs of eyes looking at us, it is the contemporary ones that
touch us most deeply. It is as if the problem were not one of living with images of
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the past, but rather of raising awareness (and sensitivity to) the specters of the
present.

4

5

The Album is certainly located in a circle of ‘colonial hauntology.’ T. J. Demos, who
borrows this expression from Vincent Meessen, writes about the specific
temporalities of works by artists “returning to the postcolony,” which are based on
an interweaving of “multiple durées made up of discontinuities, reversals, inertias,
6

and swings.” We are haunted by the past, but it is certainly also the present that
does not allow the past to harden into a concrete form fit only to be studied. This
preposterous interconnection has in this case a disturbing meaning: history does
not develop; it does not have an ultimate goal or a happy ending. The countless
sacrifices and sufferings cannot be translated into a consistent lesson or a better
understanding. Understanding remains in this case a category constructed from
a position of distance, from the position of an album in fact (historical, geographical,
natural). Distance enables it, but does it also allow us to integrate that knowledge
into everyday life? Perhaps the only sensible answer, the only sensible form of
engagement is reduced – as in the case of Bertolt Brecht’s or Aby Warburg’s
reactions to the crisis of History – to assembling a real/fictional visual order,
constructing atlases, albums?

The Album thus remains a tool for the suspension of meaning, for reanimating
history in such a way as to multiply questions rather than providing concrete
answers. This way of understanding time, of understanding history, recurs
repeatedly in the Congolese artist’s work, though each time with a slightly different
emphasis. In Mémoire – a powerful, straightforward work in which, as in classical
montage, he brings together images of black laborers from the metal mines of
Gécamines in the Katanga Province and the European officials visiting it with
photographs of the current state of the place. Among the many themes of the work,
the one perhaps most dominant is the one tied to a critique of post/colonial
exploitation (‘the rot remains’), serving as both a lesson in Congo’s history and an
accusation. Whereas in the project Congo Far West: Retracing Charles Lemaire’s

Expedition , another artistic ‘return,’ this singularity of meaning vanishes. We see
images of people from Congo, cut out from black and white archival photos, looking
directly at us. The backgrounds for these images are the delicate watercolors of
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Leon Dardenne, one of the members of the ‘Lemaire expedition’ of the late
19th century. They portray African landscapes – a utopian world without any trace
of history, echoing a phantasmic European cartography that sees Africa,
7

particularly its heart, Congo, as a blank spot on the map , an empty space
8

(the ‘Unpeopled country’ marveled at by Stanley ), a background to be filled,
painted over. A blank page that could host any content. This analogy may seem
particularly apt in relation to the delicate works of Dardenne, which were a form of
notes from a journey to the interior of Africa: a visual diary of someone highly
sensitive (to color), or the notes of someone blind (to violence and injustice).
Juxtaposing these two historical and visual regimes both changes their context and
creates a new, fictional order in which – despite the clear sense of a message –
meanings proliferate, get lost, generate new questions.
Similarly as Congo Far West..., The Album is also a project, whose meaning remains
uncertain. We follow Pauwels’ trail, though we also see that it is a journey that does
not actually take place. It is instead a regressive, circular retreading of the tracks of
colonial and postcolonial violence and subjectivity, repeating in reality like a mantra,
the same story about Congo as a twilight zone, a place with a particular experience
of colonialism and a well-described (and depicted) real experience of madness.
Somewhere on the way we allow ourselves to be carried along by this narrative,
one which takes us along many paths, between many images at the same time…
Somewhere in between, unperceived, the ethnographic-naturalistic-traveler’s
(and also military) album changes its meaning once again and becomes a family
album. A story of creating a new identity – “I burst apart. Now the fragments have
9

been put together again by another self.” – from fragments and ruins, from images
of violence and dispossession, from photographs taken one hundred years ago for
a museum in Tervuren and the documentation of subsequent wars wracking Congo
today. History becomes family history – traumatic, difficult, and painful, something,
which may never be completely worked through, but it is nonetheless human history
and therefore an affective one, and not merely an object belonging in a natural
history museum…
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