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anglophone and francophone divide as conventionally seen between the Ouest/West Region
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The idea that relationships between teachers and students (particularly doctoral supervisors
and research students) resembles that between parents and children is well established and
this leads naturally to the concept of an intellectual lineage or genealogy (see Russell and
Sugimoto 2009, Sugimoto, et al. 2014, Hook and Zeitlyn 2019 or for an instance within art
history DeMayo 2012). The model of parental relationships can be applied more widely, to a
variety of different sort of teachers and pupils. In other words, there is a quasi-genealogical
relationship between apprentices and their masters. One can trace a family tree, a
genealogical network between a master, their apprentices, and subsequent generations such as
the apprentices of the apprentices and so on.'

Here we consider the instance of apprentices and their masters (usually male). This
has emerged from ongoing research in Cameroon on the wider topic of the history of studio
photography (Zeitlyn 2019) as well as a more focused piece of research on painted backdrops
used in studios (Nyamndon 2023). We have been led to a consideration of the separate
intellectual genealogies between photographers and their apprentices and those between
painters along with their own apprentices. These genealogies cross and become intertwined
as painted backdrops circulate, linking photo studios in parallel to the ways that they are
linked by apprenticeship genealogies. More than that, in cases we have documented, the gift
of a backdrop has been used to mark an apprentice leaving his master to set up their own
photographic studio.

In this paper we concentrate on the 1970s and 1980s in Cameroon we consider some
studio photographers and the painters who produced the painted backdrops that were used in
photographic studios. We explore how these different intellectual genealogies, separable in
principle, were intertwined on the ground and how the circulation of painted backdrops acted
to connect different parts of the genealogy of studio photographers. This took place across the
boundaries between anglophone and francophone areas that now (2024) loom so large.
Photography and backdrop painting as exemplars of modernity seem not to have been much

' Argenti (2002) considers the parallel case of wood carvers in Oku (Northwest Province). He points out that as
well as the network of apprentices and masters there were many self-taught young carvers who were not
formally apprenticed and were distanced thereby from the Palace, the seat of traditional power and authority.
The key difference between his material and ours is that in Oku the carvings produced by masters and their
apprentices were part of the complex connecting traditional authority and the symbolism of traditional religion.
Contrastingly, photography deals with the symbolism of modernity. On Argenti’s account (2002: 520) the young
carvers of Oku were also acting as brokers with modernity, introducing new tropes and reinterpreting old ones in
their light.
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affected by the languages in which it was expressed! In the quasi-genealogical diagram that
summarizes the data presented in this paper (Figure 8) we have added a broken line to
represent the boundary between the anglophone Northwest region and francophone Ouest
Region. However, positioning the line and people relative to it was extremely difficult.
Before we can consider the wider issues raised by our case study we first provide some
necessary historical context.

Context 1. History of administrative structures in Cameroon (French and British
spheres)

Although most of the period of this study is after the formal independence of Cameroon the
consequences of the preceding colonial regimes had (and still has) an important bearing on
economic and social relationships in the areas we are considering. As a consequence, a short
introduction to the complexities of Cameroonian history is needed. After the first World war
the former German colony, Kamerun was administered by France (c. 80% of the territory)
and Britain (c. 20% of the territory) first under the League of Nations Mandates then, after
the Second World War, with the United Nations Trusteeships. The result was a country with
two official administrative languages and two different administrative colonial traditions.

The photographers and painters we consider here worked on either side of the former
boundary between British and French administered areas, a division which continues into the
present as the boundary between what was Anglophone Southern Cameroon® (now South-
West and North-West Regions) with the Francophone rest of Cameroon (Littoral and Ouest®
Regions respectively). Our study has concentrated on the Ouest and North-West Regions.

The importance of the differences can be exaggerated. Some of the people we have
studied moved between Anglophone and Francophone areas. However, those divisions form
an important part of the historical context for the development of photographic studios within
our time period. A further important historical note is that the Union des Populations du
Cameroun (UPC) uprising in the Bamiléké areas (mainly in the Ouest Region) which started
before Independence continued until the early 1970s. This drove some Francophones from
what was then the Ouest Province of Cameroun to become refugees in Anglophone Southern
Cameroon (which at the same time also received internally displaced refugees from the
Biafran war in Nigeria (to its west). After the British Cameroons plebiscite in 1961 when
Southern Cameroons chose to join Cameroun rather than Nigeria it also accommodated those
from Southern Cameroons who had to return from Nigeria).*

A photographic coda to this is that although British Southern Cameroons was
administered from Nigeria until October 1, 1961, from 1950 and continuing until 1965, there
were instances of photographic exchanges between the Federal Information Service in Lagos,
Nigeria, and the Commissioner of the Southern Cameroons in Buea.> As many photographers
have told us Nigerian photographic supplies (film, papers and chemicals) were widely used in
Cameroon before and after independence.

The circulation of the images that the studio photographers produced and of studio backdrops

?In 1961 Northern Cameroons, the other half of Cameroon under the British UN trusteeship, joined Nigeria.
This makes what is a border between administrative units in the south as mentioned here, and international
border in the north, outside our study area.

® Note that to reduce confusion between the names of administrative areas we use the French spelling for the
Ouest Region. Readers should also note that the official name for the large scale administrative units in
Cameroon is Region (until 2008 these were called Provinces).

* Walter Nkwi discusses the material cultural associations of this (2016 & 2017). After the 1961 plebiscite
British Northern Cameroon joined Nigeria.

> The official Photo Archives in Buea have been studied by Schneider (2018a) and Nsah (2017).
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complicates and, in fact, challenges any simple mapping of cultural identity and difference
onto crude divisions such as Anglophone vs Francophone. A host of evidence attests that this
area has been multicultural, multilingual and multiethnic for much longer than the relatively
brief period of colonisation.®

Context 2 Photography in Cameroon

The history of photography in Cameroon has been studied by Geary (1988, 2004), Nsah
(2017), Schneider (2010, 2015, 2018b, 2023) and Zeitlyn (2015, 2019) among others. René
Egloff’s (2013) sadly unpublished thesis (also we note untranslated into a Cameroonian
language) on the studio photographers of Bamenda has been a key reference for us. Itinerant
photographers travelling along the West African Coast first introduced photography to the
coastal cities in the second half of the Nineteenth century which led to a few studios being
established before the century’s end, at least one of which was by a Cameroonian
photographer. After the first world war photography spread slowly to the large towns but
only really took off once photo ID cards became compulsory in the 1950s.

As already noted the start of the UPC insurrection in the late 1950s occurred in the
run up to Independence. Among many other things, it provided an impetus for the
introduction of compulsory ID Cards containing ID photos.” This was a very important spur
for the development of studio photography in Cameroon and all studio photographers
benefited from it. A further elaboration of the bureaucracy of control was that in the areas
where the insurrection was concentrated (particularly the then Ouest Province, officially
called Ouest Region since 2008) an additional temporary document, also with an id-style
photograph, was required in order to travel within the country, a ‘laissez-passer’. To travel
repeatedly many laissez-passers and therefore many photographs were needed, a boon for the
photographers.

After independence and the end of the UPC insurrection in 1972 although Iaissez-
passers were no longer needed, ID Cards continued to be required, as well as other
administrative documents most of which had to have passport-sized photographs attached.
This meant that studios flourished until the arrival of colour photography and self-contained
photo processing labs to print from colour films, as well as autofocus cameras. In the 1980s
these eroded the profit margins of studios. The introduction of ID card machines that
included a camera in the late 1980s effectively ended the ‘golden age’ of the studios.

The relatively small literature on the Cameroon visual landscape focuses on photographic
studios with emphasis on the many faces of studio photographers, the rise and fall in the
statistics of commercial photographers, the professional legacy of studio photographers and
the decaying states of their archives (Zeitlyn 2008, 2009, 2019; McKeown 2007, 2010;
Schneider 2010, 2018a and b, 28-40; Egloff, 2013). This work discusses among other things,
the salience of photographic studio, changing business practices, and the desirability of studio
interiors created by the use of props and backdrops. Some of the scholarly contributions paid
special attention to photographers and studios in Mbouda and Batcham (Tatsitsa, 2015) in the
Ouest Region. However, these publications give little information on how materials (such as
backdrops) circulated between studios becoming thereby an object of socio-cultural
connection between the photographers and painters.

¢ See Njeuma (ed.) (1989) for a summary of relatively recent Cameroonian history, and de Saulieu et al. 2021
for an account of the intertwined linguistic, archaeological and genetic histories of the wider area.

” The key date is 24th September 1953 (Order 599 of 24 Sep 1953, JOCF 53 p.1688), when an ID Card with
compulsory photograph became required for residents in urban centres in French Cameroon. This order was
imposed over the entire area under French administration in the years 1954-7. ID photos had to have a plain
background. But the need for them in effect kept the price of photographs low and this enabled many clients to
get both ID photos and recreational photos with painted backdrops when they visited a studio.
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Backdrops: an introduction

Photographers have used painted backdrops since almost the earliest photographic studios.
We are distinguishing between photographic backgrounds, backdrops and painted backdrops.
All backdrops are backgrounds but not all backgrounds are backdrops. Backgrounds may be
arrangements of studio props, buildings, vegetation or fences as well as murals painted on
walls. The simplest backdrop is a piece of plain cloth placed behind a sitter (common for ID
photos). Patterned cloth is also often used as a backdrop in recreational images (these have
been particularly celebrated in the work of Seidou Keita (especially from the 1950s) but
comparable examples can be found in our area of study, for example in the work of Jacques
Toussele in the 1970s and 1980s). Our concern in this paper are what we are calling ‘painted
backdrops’. Those painted on canvas or plywood are moveable, but they may also be
unmoveable fixtures: murals painted on studio walls®. Painted backdrops show scenes,
although sometimes they are painted to resemble patterned cloth. In a more or less formalised
and self-conscious way, they all dissemble. The idea is to enable the sitter to appear as if they
are in a drawing room, or standing in a forest or on board a boat. These have given rise to
novelty cut-outs and to elaborate arrangements where the sitters may be seated as if piloting a
aircraft or in a boat.” However, there is little attempt at a trompe l'oeuille: the images are
artefactual, and clearly reference their own artificiality.

8 The studio with these usually had curtains so a plain background could be established for ID photos.
? Chéroux (2005) discusses the fairground versions in mid C20th France.
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Figure 1 Backdrop by Yany. Reconstructed from many imges in the Jacques Toussele -
archive. Painted c. 1980

Fig 1a Yanky signature

Early photography along the West African coast used painted backdrops imported from
commercial suppliers in Europe and North America (e.g. painted backdrop featuring classical
columns) but quickly local artists saw the opportunity and started supplying their own
backdrops to the photographers who became established in Africa in the second half of the
Nineteenth century. Some tropes were widespread, used by different painters. We discuss
some Cameroonian variants below.

In photographic studies there is a small literature on backdrops. The journal Afterimage had a
special issue in 1997 (vol 24 issue 5), which includes Arjun Appadurai’s much cited article
"The Colonial backdrop." In this he makes the point that the use of backdrop breaks some of
the indexicality of the images — it is not obviously taken in place X. A studio portrait of



someone standing in front of the Taj Mahal could have been taken anywhere. It is actually of
someone standing in front of a backdrop of the Taj Mahal. As such it is robbed of its
evidential value and stands as an (admittedly small) challenge to colonial rule.'® Soon after
this, George C. Berticevitch’s collection of backdrops from fifteen countries round the world
was exhibited in California, as discussed by Pritikin (1998).

Those working on American Civil War photography have used backdrops to identify
photographs from the same studio (Anon 2003, Mohanty et. al. 2023). This can be helpful as
some early Carte de Visite prints from that period do not have the names of the studios on
them (as later became the norm). For those researchers finding the studio can be a first step in
identifying the person depicted.

Erica Nimis in her study of diaspora Yoruba photographers devotes a few pages to backdrops
(2005: 169-172). She notes a systematic difference between coastal and inland studios and
their backdrops. Inland, and the edge of the Sahel there is relative sparsity with fewer
backdrops and those there are less elaborate. Along the coast the studios have a wider range
of more elaborate backdrops. This is exemplified by the work of the Ghanaian Steven Abiodu
Thomas who was both photographer and backdrop painter. As documented by Wendl (2001:
91) he corresponded with the UK backdrop manufacturer Pemberton brothers in the 1930s
and later painted backdrops himself, not only for use in his own studio but also for sale to
other photographers.

Our study

This study uses photographic backdrops found in the Northwest, Ouest and Southwest
Regions of Cameroon to widen the intellectual genealogy that connects different
photographic studios. We consider the histories of a few photographic studios and the parallel
histories of some painters and their own studios. These parallel histories are connected
through the use and distribution of photographic backdrops. We also briefly consider the
socio-cultural meaning of the studio backdrops in the Cameroon visual scene.

During research carried out in 2017 and 2018 in the Northwest, Southwest, and Ouest
Regions purposive sampling was used to select participants with photo albums or other photo
collections born after 1920 and before independence in 1960 1950. Some followup interviews
were conducted in 2022. Those interviewed included elders; retired and active studio
photographers, archivists, and curators. Among the elders were civil servants, retired civil
servants and traditional notables, as well as those who, when young, had worked on
plantations on the coast. During the interviews we documented their photo albums or
collections, and undertook photo elicitation exercises concentrating on the black and white
photos with backdrops. Elicitation interviews were conducted with 54 people about their
albums in three regions, each lasting between 45 minutes and 90 minutes

Other interviews were conducted with painters and photographers, identified through
snowball sampling. We also conducted structured and unstructured interviews about other
peoples' choices in the use of photographic backdrops in the images they commissioned.
About 80 people aged 25-70 were interviewed (including teachers, traders, nurses, and
students). Some of these were face - to- face, others were conducted using phone, whatsapp
and email.

Backdrops were identified during interviews with studio photographers, the personal
archives of many individuals (c. one hundred, as just described), as well as from research
undertaken in some public archives and museums. Overall, the material collected enabled us
to examine the circulation of backdrops between photographic studios. This took place in the

10 Photographs with backdrops are at the opaque end of ‘the zones of visibility and opacity’ that Hayes and
Minkley identify in their collection ‘Photography and Visibility in African History’ ( 2019:1).
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context of a larger and usually unregarded circulation: photographs moved as people moved
between places and also moved between people (for example, as gifts between friends).
Personal albums crystalize such movements which happened for many reasons including
visiting friends or family members during holidays, longer stays for education and for work.

Our initial sources for backdrops were surviving photo studios. Many photo studios
could once be found in the economic heart of Bamenda city in the 1960s and 1970s (the
boom years that followed independence). Just off Commercial Avenue are Independence
Street and Treasury Street (now known as Old Treasury Street). At their crossing was Gay
Photo Studio that started there in 1960s and still occupies the same building. Other photo
studios originally in the same immediate area were Saloon De Young and Hilford Photo
which closed when their owners returned to Nigeria.

According to Paul Mubang, a retired studio photographer, in the 1970s the area had at
least nine photo studios but in 2018 only two (Mirac and Gay) were still active. Walking
down the street, we found an old painted sign for a photo studio, placed awkwardly against a
wall alongside an enlarged sign board for building materials and groceries. It is of note that
some these businesses are owned by the same person who once ran a studio. As the market
changed, they had shifted from photography to, in one case, selling building materials. As
Figure 3 illustrates another photographer branched out to run a ‘call box’ phone business in
parallel with his photography. In other cases, landlords have renovated the buildings that
once hosted photo studios.

Our research has had to contend with demography — many of the photographers and
painters who trained in the 1960s are no longer with us. As well as that, recent political
instability has meant that some photographers with Nigerian roots who had photographic
studios in Cameroon in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s have returned to Nigeria. To some extent
there is more of a market today for painters than for photographers, even that is greatly
diminished by cheap printed posters as alternatives to painted backdrops and computer-
generated graphics instead of painted business signs.

A photographic dynasty: Tokontio Abraham

Tokontio Abraham (Abraham Photo) started his photographic studio in the 1960s. Tokontio’s
photo studio was located at Nkwen Quarter about six kilometres away from Old Treasury
Street where photo studios were concentrated. Our information about him was obtained from
one of his apprentices, Djeuti Boniface since he had died around 2009. According to Djeuti,
he himself with Tokontio, and Jacques Toussele all came from the same village of
Bammesingue in the Ouest Region of Cameroon which bound them together in various ways.
Tokontio Abraham escaped the UPC uprising which started in 1955 to open his photographic
studio in Bamenda in the North-West Region. Djeuti Boniface became his apprentice in
Bamenda, and also there Jacques Toussele stayed around 1960 when the security situation in
Mbouda where Toussele was otherwise based became too difficult to work. See Figure 8
below for a visualisation of these relationships.
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Figure 2 Portrait of Jacques Toussele in Bamenda in 1965 with Abraham’s stamp on back
(Figure 2a)

One of Tokontio’s daughters was interested in photography and worked as a photo-
journalist. In 2019 Djeuti told us that she was then working with one of the media houses in
Yaoundé, the political capital of Cameroon.

Tokontio Abraham had three apprentices, Djeuti Boniface (from Bammesingue, Ouest
Region), Dzoutoua Timolion (from Babadjou, Ouest Region) and Tata (from Nso, North-
West Region). We could not track down Dzoutoua and Tata, but we found Djeuti Boniface
still active as a photographer in 2019 working in a studio in an old shipping container in
Bamenda city. We note that Tokontio straddles the Francophone / Anglophone divide. He
was from the Francophone zone but worked in a major Anglophone city and had apprentices
who were from both Francophone and Anglophone areas.



Figure 3 Djeuti Boniface b his shipping container, Ntamulung Bamenda-Cameroon. Photo



by V. Nyamndon 2019.

Djeuti Boniface (of Young Abraham Photo Studio) was born in 1952 in Bammesingue
village, then under French administration. Although he grew up in the village, Djeuti and his
siblings were relocated for a short period of time by their parents to Bali Gham a village in
the North-West Region relatively unaffected by the UPC uprising. (This helped him to learn
Pidgin English, a lingua franca extensively used in Anglophone Cameroon and neighbouring
Regions). Djeuti Boniface then attended a francophone primary school in Mbouda (the main
town near Bammesingue) until 1967. That year he graduated with six of his half-siblings
from different mothers since his father had six wives. According to Djeuti, post-primary
education for siblings from a polygamous background was a game of chance. Unlike the
examples from Ivory Coast and Niger documented by Erica Nimis (2013:132), where only
those who had failed in education embarked on apprenticeships in photography, in Cameroon
it was considered a noble profession. After his graduation from primary school he spent a
year at home. Then Tokontio Abraham was asked by Djeuti’s father to choose a child out of
the five boys and a girl who had graduated from school the previous year for an
apprenticeship in his studio in Bamenda. The six children were asked to line up for Abraham
to make his choice, and ‘luck shone’ on Djeuti Boniface for he was selected.

He started his photography apprenticeship on December 31, 1968 at the Photo
Abraham studio at Nkwen-Bamenda. He completed his apprenticeship in 1972, having put in
four years in order to have a reduced fee (twenty thousand francs CFA)."" According to
Djeuti, he had mastered the profession after barely a year of his apprenticeship but could not
become independent since he had to work the other years in lieu of some of his
apprenticeship fees. These were paid in two instalments: first, fifteen thousand CFA and then
five thousand CFA.

Although, Djeuti spent more years on his apprenticeship than absolutely required, it
gave him a solid background that that enabled him to manage four studios in different
Regions (Provinces) of Cameroon. Djeuti’s four studios, were managed by him and his
apprentices. Djeuti Boniface continued to run his original studio in Small Mankon, Bamenda,
while Notio David ran the studio at Sonac Street in Bamenda. Nkonlac Boniface ran another
studio in Mbouda, Ouest Region and Djeuti’s brother, Tamen Michael, was hired to run the
'Carefour bon fils' studio in Douala, Littoral Region. Djeuti still regrets that he involved his
family in the running of his photo studio business because he says his brother squandered the
income generated from the Douala studio so that he couldn’t continue paying rent for it and
had to close it. Although it should be noted that this studio lasted for longer than the others!
We suspect the distance of Douala from Bamenda meant it harder (and more costly) for
Dijeuti to visit often to supervise the management of the studio.

Tokontio invited painters from the Ouest Region to paint backdrops for his Bamenda
studio. Other paintings in his studio were done by painters who were based in Bamenda and
elsewhere in the North-West Region. He used painted backdrops showing columns, patterned
cloth, the Wouri bridge in Douala (a symbol of modernity), highways, and mountain chains.
The gift of a backdrop was made from master to apprentice as the apprentice set up his own
studio, serving as a mark of trust, hard work, and support. Djeuti Boniface was given a
painted backdrop (featuring a column) by his master Tokontio Abraham when he was
permitted to open his first independent studio at Small Mankon Bamenda. Although the

" This is the same pattern described by Stephen Sprague for apprenticeship among Yoruba photographers which
generally lasted for three years but the fee would reduced if they served longer (1978: 9-10, 135). Nimis (2005
pl64, 2013:133) says the average payment in the 1970s was 50,000 (talking about photographers in Niger).
Both note that fees were sometimes reduced or waived, a pattern that is also reported among Nigerian motor
mechanic apprentices at the same time in what Sara Berry calls an ‘expansionist strategy’ since the apprentice
master wins their free labour (1985: 136-137).
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information about Tokontio Abraham is limited it is indicative of the master/apprentice
genealogy presented in this paper.

Djeuti’s four studios
As mentioned Djeuti had four photo studios at the following places:
Small Mankon opened in 1972 and closed in 1988.
Sonac Street opened in 1976 and closed in 1990
Mbouda Studio opened between 1979/1980 and closed in 1994
Douala (Carefour bon fils) opened 1983 and closed in 1999.

Table 1: studios and their stamps

Studio
Studio 1: Bamenda (Small Mankon)
North-West Region

5
N

Studio 1 Alternative stamp: Bamenda (-
Small Mankon) (North-West Region)

SOUME BN PHOTO STHOM.
i SMALL MANKON

Studio 2: Bamenda (SONAC Street)
North-West Region
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Studio 3: Mbouda (Opposite AGIP Petrol
station) Ouest Region.

Studio 4: Douala (Carefour Bon Fils)
Littoral Region 17 mx oy

STUDIO PHOTO
UNG  ABRAHAM

CALFOUR  BON  FILS
B5.° mm—— DOUALA

AN

Djeuti’s four studios present further evidence on the commissioning of backdrops, and
how they are exchanged, and circulated. His four studios (in three different Regions) suggest
a broad base of connections between photographers and backdrop painters. For example,
Djeuti said he commissioned the first dual carriageway or motorway backdrop in 1979 as a
development from the single-lane road backdrop he had had painted in 1975.

Table 2: The circulation of backdrops between Djeuti’s four studios in Cameroon. Source:
V. Nyamndon 2019.

Backdrops Studios
Bamendal | Bamenda2 | Mbouda Douala
Small Sonac St
Mankon
single lane road X (1975) X
double lane road X (1979) X X (1980)
column X (1972) X X X (1983)
waterfall X X
Spiral column X X X (1980)
Airports/aircraft X X X X (from
here)
Painted blue/white cloth | X X X
Seascapes X X X X

Tokontio and Djeuti are unusual for crossing the lines between French and British spheres of
influence. Djeuti’s case contrasts with that of Tchoffo Pascal, the most successful apprentice
of Toussele Jacques. Although Tchoffo came from Mbouda (very close to the border with the
Anglophone North West Region) he never opened a studio in the North-West (Bamenda is
close to Mbouda). but concentrated his activities in the francophone areas, opening studios
and colour processing laboratories not only in Mbouda and Bafoussam but also, much further
away, in Nkongsamba and Douala, all major towns in the francophone area.
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Painterly Dynasties: biographic sketches

Here we will explore the work and biography of six painters who provided backdrops for
photographers in West and North-West Cameroon in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. That we
have been able to discover so little about them is itself significant. For a long time, all we
knew were professional nicknames, and in many other cases that is all we still know.

Photographic backdrop artists in Cameroon made important contributions to the
business of studio photographers. According to Djeuti Boniface, backdrop painters realised
his wishes (that reflected those of his sitters) in the backdrop paintings he commissioned. The
backdrops represented objects, landscapes, buildings, and other structures. They were painted
in varying dimensions for different costs' on canvas, pieces of plywood or, in some cases, on
the walls of photographic studios. The photographers wanted backdrops that would attract
clients. Studios in the Northwest and West Regions often had several backgrounds at any one
time so sitters could choose which backdrop they wanted to be used. Discussions between
sitters and photographers also indirectly contributed to the commissioning of new
backgrounds. Conversation about the sitters’ desires led to later commissions for new
backdrops. New backdrops were also commissioned from time to time to entice regular
clients to make new images. It seems that Djeuti renewed his backdrop every 4 or 5 years,
and would move them between his different studios so creating novelty for the clients local to
each studio. Backdrop artists in Cameroon played an important role in the photographic
industry. Despite this we do not know how many there have been, where they were based, let
alone, in most instances, their names.

Nyamndon’s field work on backdrops in the Grassfields and Coastal regions of
Cameroon has collected data from photographic studios, photo collections and albums. He
has also considered photographic materials using painted backdrops now in archives and
museums. Based on interviews with studio photographers who provided names of popular
artists active in the Cameroonian photographic industry he has documented some two
hundred backdrops from 1955-1980 (grouped in three periods: 1955-1960, 1961-1970, 1971-
1980). The names provided, as well as artist’s signatures on print backdrops were used to
collate a fuller list.

Many of these artists put signatures on painted backdrops (e.g., Yanky, Lucky
Sparrow, Waffi, and Le Décor) which was some assistance in tracking them down. We did
document an instance where the photographer Djeuti Boniface had obliterated the signature
on the ‘dual carriageway backdrop’ an innovation he had commissioned so competitors from
rival studios could not find the painter to commission similar scenes.*

In the following we discuss six backdrop painters Graphic Art Studios (Fon Mathias
and Neba Vincent), Yanky, Sparrow, Ndzoti, and Waffi Arts. We discuss painterly
genealogies (apprentices and their masters). Following this we list the types of backdrops
they painted.

Yanky Arts (Achi Jofred Tapong) and Rocky Arts

The research was made difficult by the absence of Yanky’s contemporaries. This was because
of the return to Nigeria of artists like Rocky Art, who had been his apprentice master. Achi
Jofred Tapong (Yanky) was born in 1948 at Nku- Mbome in Mbengwi (his parents were from
Mbengwi, a few miles from the city of Bamenda). After a lot of work to track him down
Nyamndon was able to interview him by phone in 2021 and then meet him in person in 2022
for a follow up interview in Cameroon. Achi had attended primary school in Mbengwi and
completed the standard six in 1964. He had a zeal for painting ever since he was a young boy.

12 A single backdrop on the standard-sized piece of a plywood (2.44 m x 1.22 m) cost about seven thousand
francs CFA in c. 1970.
'3 In this case Djeuti’s backdrop painter was Neba Vincent.
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His apprentice master, Rocky Arts was a Nigerian who had fled the Biafra war and settled in
Bamenda becoming prominent in backdrop paintings by c. 1969." Rocky’s art studio was at
Old Church Junction, Bamenda where under the terms of his apprenticeship he taught Yanky
house painting and car spraying. Backdrop painting was not included in this, so he taught
himself to paint them, inspired by what he saw his master doing. Rocky Art later returned to
Nigeria where he later died. The dynasty continued since he then taught Fon Mathias, Neba
Vincent’s elder brother and apprentice-master, from Graphic Art (Studio I).

A few months after his graduation in 1970, he opened his first studio in Bamenda at
'Las Vegas' near the main Total petrol station behind Commercial Avenue. There he worked
in as a general painter, doing more car spraying than painting backdrops. In 1979 he moved
his studio to Ringway where he remained until he retired in 2005.

Initially, he didn't devote much time to backdrop painting but the few backdrops he
painted were in high demand from photographers in the Ouest and Littoral regions of
Cameroon. Some photographers from Douala came to Bamenda to buy his painted
backdrops. In Bamenda he recalled painting for Gay, Mirac and Hilford photographic studios,
but most of his work for clients outside Bamenda were in Mbouda in the Ouest Region
although he also painted some for studios in Mbengwi, his natal village.

' Besides being an artist in the 1970s Rocky led the Igbo choir group at the Big Mankon Cathedral in Bamenda.
14



He recognized himself in the photo of himself at work from the Jacques Toussele Studio in
Mbouda (Figure 4) but no longer remembered the name of the photographer nor the studio
(Photo Jacques). The Jacques Toussele archive also has another photograph of him Figure 5.
The only thing he remembered was that he had been invited by the '"Mbouda Man' to paint on
the wall of his photographic studio in 1971 or 1972. Another similar backdrop features in a
few images in the Jacques Toussele archive although in nothing like the number of other
backdrops used by Toussele. It is signed “Yanky Arts Mankon Bamenda”. It has been
reconstructed from the archive images as seen in Figure 1.
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Figure 5 Jacques Toussele photo of Yanky c. 1975 (EAP054_1_6_25).

Two Brothers: Fon Mathias (Graphic Art studio I) & Neba Vincent (Young Graphic
Art studio II)

As we have said, Fon Mathias, (Graphic Art Studio I) was taught by Yanky. Fon Mathias
then taught his younger brother Neba Vincent (Young Graphic Art Studio II). This pair of full
brothers are from Mankon village. When Fon Mathias retired in 1982 Neba Vincent took
over the Graphic Art Studio and renamed it. However, the studio location did not change. It
has been on Independence Street opposite the Bamenda Municipal Stadium since the 1970s.
Among the backdrops Fon and Neba painted the most popular designs were highways and
mountain scenes.

Emmanuel ‘Lucky Sparrow’ Arts

Emmanuel ‘Lucky Sparrow’ was originally from Batcham, Ouest Region. He was married
with two wives and died c. 2010 (we have not been able to establish an exact date or year of
death). At one point he ran a studio in Mbouda on the main highway to Bafoussam. His
studio in Mbouda was adjacent to the then Rozi Cinema (near to where Jacques Toussele’s
final studio was located). When he left this studio, it was taken over by the photographer
‘Photo Jazz’ and later became a baker’s shop. His later studio in Bamenda was located at the
0Old Town neighbourhood near the present central police station.

In the North-West Region, Sparrow painted backdrops featuring the Wouri bridge in
Douala, mountain chains, columns and seashore scenes, as can be seen in photos taken by
Djeuti (Saloon de Young Abraham). Other examples of his work (showing the Wouri bridge),
were found in the G.B Photo Studio in Bali, the Awa and Son Photo Studio in Bamenda and
in Photo Jacques’ studio in Mbouda. Because he once had a studio in Mbouda the
photographer Jacques Toussele remembered him and was able to identify him in some of his
own photos.
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A

parrow and his then girlfriend.

Fire 6 Jacques Toussele photo o Emmanuel Luck
Early 1970s. (EAP054_1_138_227)

Ndzoti Ernest Le Décor

For the past 30 years Ndzoti has been one of the prominent backdrop painters in the Mbouda
part of the Ouest Region. In 2019 he was living in Toumaka, a village on the main Bamenda-
Mbouda road where he still owned an art studio. Examples of his painted backdrops were on
the walls of photo studio Delmas in Bamessingue and at the entrance of ‘Hotel la Difference’
in Mbouda (owned by the photographer Tchoffo Pascal, an apprentice of Toussele). His
paintings were signed ‘LE DECOR’ giving this artistic nickname, contact number and
residence as seen in Fig. 7 on the wall of Tchoffo’s hotel in Mbouda.
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Figure 7 Painted mural by Ndzoti ‘Le décor’ at the Hotel la Difference in Mbouda in late
2013. Photo: DZ 2013 Nov_897
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Figure 7a Ndzoti’s signature and phone number on a different painted mural at the Hotel la
Difference in Mbouda in late 2013. Photo: DZ 2013_Nov_899

After starting but not completing a university degree, Ndzoti worked as a designer with
Messa Press the publisher of the bilingual daily newspaper The Cameroon Tribune. This led
to his interest in painting. He was twice selected by the Minister of Culture to attend
international arts exhibitions (in Gabon and Ivory Coast). Over the years one of his main
interests has been in landscape painting. He was the main supplier of backdrops to Tchoffo
Pascal as well as to other studio photographers in Douala and Yaoundé. For Pascal and his
apprentice Photo Saint Delmas (Telkam Delmas Joel) in Bamessingue he also painted wall
murals' and backdrops that depict the high prestige blue and white cloth used throughout the
wider grassfields (see e.g. Feldman-Savelsberg 2005). This cloth was used often in the
background of photos shot outside studios (and sometimes also used in some studio scenes,
brought in specially by the clients). These painted blue and white cloth backdrops distinguish
his contributions from those painted by Waffi Arts who we discuss next.

Waffo Jean-Pierre (Waffi Arts)
Waffo Jean-Pierre lived in Bafoussam the capital of the Ouest Region. He was self-taught,
having been inspired by dreams to start drawing while in primary school. He was originally a
sign painter (who also made decorative paintings) starting his business in 1999. He started
painting landscape scenes for backdrops around 2010. Comparing himself with those in the
anglophone regions who, he said were more focussed on rubber stamp production, and
painting pattern cloth backdrops, Waffo considered painting as his profession and vocation.
He declared:
I do mostly landscape painting and my backdrops reflect natural space in different
environments. 1 was not taught painting by anyone, though I am developing it through
exchanges and interaction with other painters. The skills 1 have acquired up to now | may say
come from God. My paintings include some of the backdrops at Pascal Tchoffo’s photo
studio and on the walls of his hotel. Others are by my colleague Ndzoti Ernest. Waffo
interviewed in Mbouda. 14/8/2019.

His painted backdrops are in studios in Bafoussam, nearby in Bamessingue and Mbouda as
well as also much further away in Douala and Yaoundé.

Tropes in backdrop styles

There are some designs that recur in many different backdrops by different painters. Many of
these shared tropes refer to symbols of modernity'®, others to forms of nostalgia (as may be
experienced by migrant workers). Others are hard to classify: for example, the persistence of
columns as a motif seems more of a survival from early nineteenth century studios in Europe
than anything else (via backdrops imported from Europe). They are, however, also found in
the facades of houses constructed by the rich as forms of conspicuous consumption (these
also reference neo-Classical European building styles) which means a column in a backdrop
can be seen as an allusion to extravagant displays of wealth. Seascapes combine nostalgia

'> In another case of painting of high status imagery on walls, Richard Fardon (2005) discusses tiger imagery on
the walls of Grassfield palaces, especially that of Bali-Nyonga. The murals, featuring lions, tigers and elephants,
were used as backgrounds for photos especially those taken during the Lela festival. The Bali Nyonga murals
were painted by David Louis Musi in the 1990s. He was described as ‘a schoolteacher and the town’s leading
electric guitarist as well as an artist and carver’ (Fardon 2005: 82).

16 See Zeitlyn (2024) for discussion of the complexity of modernity in the context of the struggle for
Independence.
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with elements of modernity. Among the common tropes we find the subjects listed in Table

3.

Table 3 Backdrop Tropes

Title Notes

Wouri bridge This bridge in Douala was opened in 1953 (then on the
outskirts of the city, now quite central) and became a symbol
of modernity. Many photos of it were published in newspapers
and as postcards. It was used as a backdrop by many
photographers.

Highways (single Roads and multi-lane highways are also symbols of

and double lane) modernity.

Airlines/ Aircraft/ Another well-established trope of modernity. These backdrops

Airports showed airports, generic aircraft or planes with airline names

e.g. Air Afrique or Cameroon Airlines.

Paintings of
patterned cloth

Painted versions of high-status locally produced blue and
white prestige cloth, indexing royalty and chiefship and
inherited traditional roles.

Columns

Columns have been a staple of studio backdrops in Europe,
America and West Africa since the 19" century. An early
example is the backdrop in a photo taken (¢ 1874) in Douala
(Littoral Region) (published in Zeitlyn 2019: 313). There were
many variations, including twisted or fluted columns, those
with curtains and with decorated bases. See discussion in
Nyamndon (2024).

Seascapes: beaches/
boats. Canoes and
fishing

Beaches and seashores are places where many different types
of people meet, including youths, students and tourists.
Examples include the black sand beach in Limbe and the
‘Coconut Island’ area also in Limbe where tourists and elites
spent their leisure time. The seashore features in many painted
backdrops from the 1960s,1970s and 1980s. Allusion is also
made to the canoe racing that forms an important part of the
culture and tradition of the Sawa people in the Littoral Region
as exhibited during the annual ‘Ngondo’ festival in Douala.

Waterfalls There are several well known waterfalls in Cameroon
including the Mifi falls in the Ouest Region and the Menchum
falls in the Northwest Region.

Hills/Mountains Mountains are characteristic features in the Grassfields region.

Mount Cameroon is an active volcano in the Coastal region
and also features on some backdrops, as a symbol of the
coastal area in the South-West.
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Intertwined dynasties: the movement of backdrops

The following table summarizes the way in which the different painters and photographers
that we have mentioned are connected by different types of backdrop. A graphic
representation is given in Figure 8 which shows how photographic and painterly intellectual
genealogies are intermeshed.

Table 4 Who Painted Whose Backdrops?
Title Painter Photographers
Wouri bridge Lucky Sparrow Tokontio, Toussele

Roads (Single and Graphic Art studios, Rocky Djeuti, Tokontio
double lane)

Paintings of Le Décor Djeuti, Tokontio,

patterned cloth

Columns Lucky Sparrow Djeuti, Tokontio, Toussele

Seascapes Le Décor, Lucky Sparrow, Delmas, Djeuti, Tchoffo,
Waffi, Yanky Toussele

Waterfalls Le Décor, Waffi Tchoffo, Delmas

Hills/Mountains Graphic Art studios, Le Décor, | Djeuti, Tokontio, Toussele

Lucky Sparrow, Waffi

The peaks of photographic production usually during prominent religious public holidays
such as Christmas, New Year, and Easter. Photos were also often taken on the Cameroonian
public holidays such as the National Day on the 20" of May and Youth Day on 11" of
February. In anticipation of such holidays Djeuti would move backdrops between studios so
repeated photos taken at the same event on different years had different backgrounds. It
should also be noted that because of his family connections he visited Mbouda frequently,
and took the opportunity to move backdrops between the Mbouda studio and the Bamenda
studios. His supervisory visits to the Douala studio (which were less frequent than to
Mbouda) also enabled the movement of backdrops.

The following diagram summarizes the discussion presented in the text above in a somewhat
more genealogical style. As mentioned in the introduction it also shows the spatial
distribution between the Northwest and Ouest regions.

Figure 8:

22



Ouest/West Region North-West Region
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Tokontio Abraham
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Djeuti Boniface Dzoutoua Timolion Tata

Telkam Delmas Joel

Painters

Lucky Sparrow Rocky Arts
I

J

Waffo Jean-Pierre Ndzoti Ernest

I
I
I
I
1 Neba Vincent
I
I
Ouest/West Region !

North-West Region

An intellectual genealogy of photographers and backdrop painters
Blue arrows show backdrops from a painter being used by the specified photographer.
Black lines join masters and apprentices

Conclusions

The commercial world of studio photography during its golden era in Cameroon (post-
Independence) was complex and involved many actors. This included those supplying the
film, printing paper and chemicals, and those supplying the accoutrements of the studios. Not
only the painted backdrops we have been considering here but also the studio props that were
very widely used (which must be considered elsewhere). In this paper we have looked at how
painted backdrops served to connect studios along and across the lines of photographic
apprenticeships, while noting the parallel sets of apprenticeships linking painters.

A key finding is that photography and painting did not respect spheres of colonial influence.
Photography has always been international. It started in the area in the nineteenth century
moving along the West African coast on steamships, connecting, for example, Senegal,
Ghana and Fernando Po (now Bokito). As our material demonstrates photographers such as
Tokontio and then his apprentice Djeuti crossed the lines between French and British spheres
of influence, as did painters such as Yanky and Lucky Sparrow. Photography in Cameroon
stands as a counterexample to narratives of clashing Francophone vs Anglophone mentalities.
Rather the international ecumene of photography expressed the very idea of modernity
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(alternating or combining with nostalgia), often made visible in the backdrops that moved
between studios.

References

Anon.

2003 Photographer's Backdrops: A Photo Survey. Military Images 24 (5):6-25.

Appadurai, Arjun

1997 The Colonial Backdrop. Afterimage 24 (5):4-7.

Chéroux, Clément

2005 Portraits en Pied... De Nez. L'introduction du Modele Récréatif dans la Photographie
Foraine. [MAI 2005 Colloque « Photographie, les nouveaux enjeux de 1’histoire » Une autre
photographie]. Etudes photographiques 16: 88-107. Accessed online (18 Sept. 2023).

de Saulieu, Geoffroy, Yannick Garcin, David Sebag, Pascal R. Nlend Nlend, David Zeitlyn,
Pierre Deschamps, Guillemette Ménot, Pierpaolo Di Carlo, and Richard Oslisly

2021 Archaeological Evidence for Population Rise and Collapse between ~2500 and ~500
cal. yr BP in Western Central Africa. Afrique: Archéologie & Arts 17:11-32.

DeMayo, Courtney

2012 The Students of Gerbert of Aurillac's Cathedral School at Reims: An Intellectual
Genealogy. Medieval Prosopography 27:97-117.

Egloff, René

2013 "Fotografie in Bamenda: Eine Ethnographische Untersuchung in Einer Kamerunischen
Stadt." PhD, Faculty of Humanities, University of Basel.

Fardon, Richard

2005 Tiger in an African Palace. In The Qualities of Time. Anthropological Approaches (ASA
Monographs 41). Wendy James and David Mills (eds). Oxford: Berg. pp. 73-93.
Feldman-Savelsberg, Pamela

2005 Variations in Royal Blue. Bamiléké Display Cloth from Ritual Respect to Ethnic
Demonstration. Hali 142:80-7.

Geary, Christraud M.

1988 Images from Bamum. German Colonial Photography at the Court of King Njoya,
Cameroon, West Africa, 1902-1915. Washington, D.C.: National Museum of African Art.
Geary, Christraud M.

2004 Portraiture, Authorship, and the Inscription of History: Photographic Practice in the
Bamum Kingdom, Cameroon (1902-1980). In Getting Pictures Right. Context and
Interpretation. Michael Albrecht, Veit Arlt, Barbara Miiller and Jiirg Schneider (eds). Koln:
Riidiger Képpe Verlag. pp. 141-165.

Hayes, Patricia, and Gary Minkley

2019 Introduction. Africa and the Ambivalence of Seeing. In Ambivalent: Photography and
Visibility in African History. Hayes Patricia and Minkley Gary (eds). Athens: Ohio University
Press. pp. 1-32.

McKeown, Katie

2007 "Studio Photo Jacques: Documenting Lives and Making History in Rural Southwestern
Cameroon." MSc, African Studies, University of Oxford.

McKeown, Katie

2010 Studio Photo Jacques: A Professional Legacy in Western Cameroon. History of
Photography 34 (2):181 - 192. doi: 10.1080/03087290903361506.

Mohanty, Vikram, Jude Lim, Terryl Dodson, and Kurt Luther

24



2023. "Behind the Canvas: A Human-Al Workflow for Tracing 19th-Century Photographers
and Studio Backdrops." HCOMP 2023. The Eleventh AAAI Conference on Human
Computation and Crowdsourcing  Delft, Netherlands, November 6-9, 2023.

Njeuma, Martin Z., ed.

1989 Introduction to the History of Cameroon in the 19th and early 20th Century. London:
Macmillan.

Nkwi, Walter Gam

2016 The Migration of Bamenda Grassfielders to Diasporic Spaces and Cultural Encounters:
Post Colonial Period. Cameroon Journal of Studies in the Commonwealth (CJSC) 3 (2):145-
163.

Nkwi, Walter Gam

2017 Migration and Identity in Southwest Region of Cameroon: The Graffie Factor , c.1930s-
1996. Valuation Studies 2 (3): 131-148.

Nsah, Solomon Kekeisen.

2017 The Cameroon Press Photo Archive (CPPA) Buea in Crisis 1955-2016. Vestiges:
Traces of Record 3 (1):65-81. http://www.vestiges-journal.info/2017/pdf/nsah_2017.pdf.
Nyamndon, Valentine

2023 "Photographic Backdrops in Cameroon: A study of Intra-Interregional and
Intergenerational Circulations." PhD, Faculty of Art, Design and Humanities, De Montfort
University.

Nyamndon, Valentine

2024 Photographic Entanglements a Study of Column Backdrop in African Photo Studios:
The Case of Cameroon. Open Journal of Social Sciences, 12:353-367. doi:
10.4236/jss.2024.124024

Pritikin, Renny, and George C. Berticevich

1998 George C. Photo Backdrops: The George C. Berticevich Collection. (Exhibition
Catalogue). San Francisco: Yerba Buena Center for the Arts.

Schneider, Jiirg

2010 The Topography of the Early History of African Photography. History of Photography
34 (2):134-146. doi: 10.1080/03087290903361498.

Schneider, Jiirg

2015 Looking into the Past and Present: The Origins of Photography in Africa. In
Photography and its Origins. Tanya Sheehan and Andrés Mario Zervigén (eds). London:
Routledge. pp. 171-182.

Schneider, Jiirg

2018a African Photography in the Atlantic Visualscape Moving Photographers — Circulating
Images. In Global Photographies: Memory — History — Archives. Helff Sissy and Michels
Stefanie (eds). Bielefeld: transcript Verlag. pp. 19-38.

Schneider, Jiirg

2018b Views of Continuity and Change: the Press Photo Archives in Buea, Cameroon.
Visual Studies 33 (1):28-40. doi: 10.1080/1472586X.2018.1426224.

Schneider, Jiirg

2023 Photographic Encounters. How Africans Saw Photography. PhotoResearcher 40:14-35.
Sugimoto, Cassidy R.

2014 Academic Genealogies. In Beyond bibliometrics: Harnessing multidimensional
indicators of scholarly impact. Blaise Cronin and Cassidy R Sugimoto (eds). Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press. pp. 365-82.

Sugimoto, Cassidy R., Chaoqun Ni, Terrell G. Russell, and Brenna Bychowski.

25



2011 Academic Genealogy as an Indicator of Interdisciplinarity: An examination of
dissertation networks in Library and Information Science. Journal of the American Society
for Information Science and Technology 62 (9):1808-1828. doi: 10.1002/asi.21568.
Tatsitsa, Jacob

2015 Black-and-White Photography in Batcham: From a Golden Age to Decline (1970—
1990). History and Anthropology 26 (4):458-479. doi: 10.1080/02757206.2015.1074899.
Zeitlyn, David

2015 Archiving a Cameroonian Photographic Studio. In From Dust to Digital: Ten Years of
the Endangered Archives. Maja Kominko (ed. Cambridge: Open Book Publishers. pp. 529-
544.

Zeitlyn, David

2019 Photo History by Numbers: Charting the Rise and Fall of Commercial Photography in
Cameroon. Visual Anthropology 32 (3-4):309-342. doi: 10.1080/08949468.2019.1637683.
Zeitlyn, David

2024 Intimacy in a Violent Context: Photographs from Mbouda (Cameroon) in a time of
troubles. Africa 94(1):117-140. doi: 10.1017/S0001972024000056

Zeitlyn, David, and Daniel W. Hook

2019 Perception, Prestige and PageRank. PLoS ONE 14 (5):e0216783. doi:
10.1371/journal.pone.0216783.

26



	Context 1. History of administrative structures in Cameroon (French and British spheres)

