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An Angolan vernacular-language fiction film as para-ethnographic
film: nationalism and the evolving politics of film circulation and
reception

oNOYTULT D WN =

This article examines Nelisita (Carvalho, 1982), an Olunyaneka-language feature
14 fiction film made in the early years of Angolan cinema, and draws a
historiography of its marginal production and ensuing scattered reception.

17 Combining a historical approach to the film’s production and circulation, with an
19 ethnographically-driven analysis of its recent screenings at a village sharing an
20 Olunyaneka background, I discuss insights gained from its reception by an

22 audience familiar with the cultural context portrayed on screen. Along with the
history of the film’s production and circulation, the villagers’ engagement with
25 the film sheds light on the evolving politics of cinema in Africa, particularly the
complex relationships between popular and film festival audiences, film studies
28 and visual anthropology. I examine shifting continuities and ruptures with

30 regards to the film’s intricate social history, and analyse the production and

31 reception of Nelisita as an experiment that highlights differing ways in which

33 films can work as a contact zone.

38 Keywords: film; African cinema; audiences; reflexivity; vernacular language

40 film; visual anthropology
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Introduction

This article examines Nelisita: nyaneka narratives (Carvalho, 1982), an Olunyaneka-
language feature fiction film made in the early years of Angolan cinema, and draws a
situated account of both its production and the history of its reception over the last 37
years. A vernacular-language film made in a newly independent African country that
had established Portuguese as its official language, complicates an understanding of a
homogeneous nation-state. Set in the rural context, the film is spoken in a minority
national language from Southern Angola. In Angola, and also abroad, to follow Nelisita
almost all audiences require subtitles in either formalised screening settings such as
cinemas, or when it is viewed informally on small screens. My recent experience of
conducting screenings of the film in a rural setting, at a place where subtitles were
unnecessary, yet cinema is usually unavailable, spurred me to seek a deeper
understanding of its past circuits, finding international film festivals and academic

screenings a recurring fixture for the film since its release.

I map Nelisita’s production process from script to post-production, and the path
of'its ensuing distribution, to scrutinize a spectrum of national and international
specificities regarding African cinema and its testing relationship with ethnographic
film. The inherent difficulty of placing Nelisita in one circumscribed sphere only —
whether as Angolan cinematography, popular African cinema, or its ethnographic
interest — is also its revelatory strength. To analyse a few of its afterlives is to uncover
an intricate social history about a film that delights and intrigues its various specialised
audiences, such as scholars, critics, Olunyaneka-speakers, its own director, and
anthropologists in different times and places. Challenging as it may be to trace the
production process and screening trajectory of an uncommon film such as Nelisita, it

enables a discussion of the evolving meanings the film gained over time in particular
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contexts.

Nelisita was directed by Ruy Duarte de Carvalho (1941, Portugal — 2010,
Namibia), who after 1975 declared to be Angolan. Carvalho has become especially
known as a lusophone poet, anthropologist and writer. His later ethnographic and
literary work has been quite stimulating, yet his films, most of which became hard to
access soon after they were produced, have accordingly become quite forgotten.!
Carvalho’s films are connected to his adopted country, and were enabled by previous
filmmaking training in the UK. Carvalho’s last film experiences in the early
independence period, took place in rural and multi-ethnic Southern Angola and led him
to anthropology. Having produced an absorbing documentary series about Southern
Ovanyaneka peasants for the Angolan State Television channel, TPA [Televisdo
Popular de Angola], Carvalho’s next production, a feature-length fiction film, had two
strong links to anthropology. Nelisita is inspired by folktales previously collected by a
missionary ethnographer; and the film was the topic of Carvalho’s dissertation for a
diploma in anthropology at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales (EHESS),
in Paris, France (1982). Carvalho’s use of an anthropological resource for Nelisita’s
script, combined with his later critical writing, questioning the feature film (and also the
previous documentary series) as ethnographic film, establishes a thought-provoking
relationship between cinema and anthropology, for which it will be significant to
address his marginal position on Angolan nationalism as a significant explanatory

rationale.

1. See Apa (2012) for an overview of Carvalho’s intellectual and multidisciplinary trajectory.
The digital platform Buala (www.buala.org) hosts a dedicated archive with some of his
writings and scholarly essays about his work. Credited as Rui Duarte, Carvalho’s film
productions date from 1975 to 1989; since 2016 a digital repository (E. Carvalho,

Carvalho, and Author Year), provides access to some of his filmography.
Ponte, 2016
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It helps that Nelisita’s director has discussed the film’s production and the
history of its reception, on different occasions and mediums. Portuguese editions of his
published writings (R. Carvalho 1984; 1997; 2008), translated from his previous
academic dissertations in French (1982b; 1983), and a video of a Q&A session,
recorded after a screening of Nelisita in Brazil (2004), provide long-term traces of the
director’s views on the film’s production and the reaction of various audiences since its
release. Furthermore, connected in differing ways to the director’s thinking and to the
trajectory of Nelisita’s circulation, a few historians, film critics and scholars have also
engaged with the film over time. Carvalho’s personal archive, along with historical
sources and previous research about Nelisita, provides the basis for discussing the social
history of this film over almost four decades. Having recently conducted screenings in a
rural setting, it serves as an opportunity to examine some of the previous understandings
about the film. The resulting discussion of all this is revealing about the evolving
politics of African film circulation and audience feedback across different social
circuits.

Some 35 years after Nelisita’s release, the reasons for me to explore Carvalho’s
film work were three-fold: my interest on filmmaking combined with my
anthropological training and the particular rural world addressed by a few of his films.?
In 2018, I returned to a field site in Southern Angola, where I had established familiarity

with some of its rural inhabitants. Five years earlier, I had lived for about 8 months in

2. I have discussed some of Carvalho’s films in relation to my own use of film as a research
Ponte, 2017 ) ) Ponte, 2019
method (Author Year) and related to the inventory of Carvalho’s archive (Author Year), a

process that mingled with the collective curatorship of a posthumous exhibition (co-

Oliveira, Ponte, Lanca 2015 . . .
author, Author, and co-author Year) and motivated an archival-based remake of Nelisita

Ponte, 2016a .. . .
(Author Year). For a better grasp of the original film, Portuguese and English-speaking
readers may watch this 14-min version; Portuguese-speakers may also opt for the original

63-min film, subtitled in that language (R. Carvalho 1982a).
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an agro-pastoralist village, building a relationship with the villagers, while learning the
basics of Olunyaneka, in order to understand their way of life and thinking. My return
was an opportunity to show the villagers the documentary film I had shot there. Having
had access to Carvalho’s film work in the meantime, I also took it as an opportunity to
show other audio-visual material they could relate to, namely Nelisita. By then, the
catalogue I had gathered consisted of post-independence productions related to the
region, and included three films spoken in my hosts’ language — two versions of Nelisita

Ponte, 2016a Making a Living in the Dry Season (Ponte 2016b)
(R. Carvalho 1982a; Author Year) and Title of the film (Author Year), shot during my
2012 long-term stay. Organising mobile cinema sessions, I did not screen Nelisita
where it was originally shot, but in a village where illiterate people could watch it
without needing subtitles. After introducing the proposed programme, the villagers were
immediately thrilled with Nelisita’s story, often asking for it specifically.?

The twofold relationship of Nelisita with anthropology and its director’s
rejection of it as an ethnographic film, make the film an exploratory work of a
filmmaker-anthropologist rather than of an anthropologist-filmmaker. In the early 1980s
Carvalho also screened the resulting film material and films, for their rural participants
(1984, 72), thus taking the role of a filmmaker-projectionist. My role in carrying out the
screenings at the village on my return to the field, was that of anthropologist-
projectionist. Focused on a peripheral region, far from Angola’s capital Luanda, our
combined practices regarding Nelisita were entangled with shifting political scenarios:
from the electrifying period of post-independence which reconfigured a colonial past, to
the current postcolonial relationship, shaped by the recent peace after a long civil war

(1975-2002). To better understand Nelisita’s evolving reception, from its production up

3. Overall, I held about 17 screening sessions, often letting the audience pick the programme

from a catalogue of about 8 hours of film.
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to its recent distribution, an intertwined ethnographic and historiographical approach is
most appealing as a way to explore Nelisita as a contact zone, in which cinematographic
and anthropological boundaries were stubbornly crossed, and in which international

festivals and domestic popular cinema occasionally yet significantly converged.

1982: Producing a state-funded fiction in a rural setting in recently

independent Angola

Nelisita was one of the few films made with state support, as a way to establish a
national cinematography.# Just before its independence, Angola began to build a cinema
industry, attempting to become autonomous in film production, post-production and
distribution. The MPLA government activated state structures left by the Portuguese,
but without trained staff.> Dealing with its recent independence and an internal conflict
that gave rise to what became a long lasting civil war, articles in Portuguese and Cuban
cinema magazines (Celuloide 1983; Pego 1983) cite the panorama of the film industry
provided by the director of the Cinema Institute at the time, Luandino Vieira (b. 1935).
Instrumentally announcing recent achievements as stabilised, Vieira mentions a regular

national production of 30 short- and medium-length documentaries in the context of 150

4. Abrantes (1986; 2002; 2008; 2015) has provided several updates about the convoluted history
of Angolan cinema production; in which publishing place and year reveal unique
relationships or events that provided the chance of such updates.

5. Three military factions, the MPLA [Movimento Popular de Liberta¢do de Angola], UNITA
[Unido Nacional para a Independéncia Total de Angola] and FNLA [Frente Nacional de
Libertagdo de Angola], carried out the liberation struggle against the Portuguese colonial
government. On the date set for formal independence, 11 November 1975, the factions had
broken the tripartite deal established for the transitional government, and MPLA, which
was already responsible for the department of information, took over. For a

historiographical overview of the liberation struggle and independence, see Chabal (2002).
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foreign features distributed in 1983 (n.a. 1983; Celuloide 1983), the year after which
regular film production and distribution became problematic due to the increasing

demands of the enduring civil war.

After several documentary pieces produced between 1975 and 1978 by the TPA
state television channel, between 1979 and 1982 the short-lived Angolan Cinema
Institute also supported a few analogue film productions. In this latter period, the state
managed to organise a laboratory, a distribution company and a cinematheque in
Luanda (Pego 1983, 165). Contrasting with the widespread cinema-going in urban
centres during the late Portuguese colonial era (Pego 1983, 163; Moorman 2001), the
emerging industry was small-scale and short-lived, and overwhelmed by the ongoing
war, resulting in marginal distribution. Within such a context, it is intriguing how a
feature-length fiction film such as Nelisita came to be made.

Carvalho made Nelisita as a direct consequence of having produced Presente
Angolano, Tempo Mumuila [Contemporary Angola, Time of the Mumuilas] (1979), a
10-episode documentary series about the lifeworld of Ovanyaneka peasants in rural
Southern Angola.® The vigorous oeuvre began to be produced in 1977 in the Chibia
region, 40 km south of Lubango city, the capital of the Huila province. About 3,000 km

separate Lubango from Luanda, where the small filmmaking team was based, working

¢ The Southern region configures a multi-ethnic puzzle that Carvalho will anthropologically
address later, particularly from the viewpoint of the pastoralist Ovakuvale. Carvalho
(2008[2003]) is a wider and lucid discussion about how scholars have approached the
“ethnic configuration” in Angola, where he argues that in the research done up to then,
ethnicity implies certain features (such as a fixed correspondence with territory) that often
make it an unsuitable analytical tool to describe the social formations addressed.
Significantly, Melo (2004) discusses the colonial construction of “nyaneka-nkhumbi” as an
ethno-linguistic category that merges together various ethnicities and languages. Cautiously

then, I use “Ovanyaneka” here to refer to a broad regional agro-pastoralist cultural trend.
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for the TPA state television channel. Nelisita was the first and only fiction film
produced in the early period — though Vieira (n.a. 1983; Celuldide 1983) also mentions
an earlier experiment in docu-fiction, Faz La Coragem Camarada [Be Brave,
Comrade], a feature film produced by TPA and also directed by Carvalho (1977), which
is currently unavailable. Carvalho’s previous cinematic work otherwise consists of
documentaries about the popular classes, including workers and peasants.’” Featuring
Ovanyaneka peasants with whom Carvalho had already worked in the documentary
series, Nelisita was his move to fiction and his last production of this period.

The idea for Nelisita came after the director read a book containing 50
Ovanyaneka tales collected in the previous decades by a missionary-ethnographer (R.
Carvalho 1984: 67; 2004), in which the Olunyaneka versions were accompanied by
Portuguese translations. Carvalho thought he could articulate two of them into a fiction
film to tell an autonomous story that resonated with the Angolan reality of the time
(1984, 77).8 In November 1980, the last stage in the production of the 6-hour
documentary series took place: the screening of the resulting episodes for its
protagonists (69). Carvalho asked the audience if they knew the two tales. Their
affirmative reply was followed by another question: whether they were interested in

participating in another filmmaking project with the team. The experience gained from

7. For a complete and annotated filmography, see Author (Year).

8. Appearing in different sections, the two tales are no. 42, “A Man and His Wife in a Year of
Hunger” (tales with magical elements) and no. 48, “The Monster and the Pregnant
Woman” (tales with mythical elements) (Estermann and Silva 1971; my translation), and
were collected from separate storytellers, Antoénio Tchikwa and Valentim, respectively,
both of whom had a Mungambwe background, at the same Catholic mission in the early
1960s. Soon after the film’s release, Carvalho published its script (Duarte 1985), which
shows its importance to the director, and is often overlooked in the historiography of

Angolan cinema.
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the series must have made the idea of producing a feature-length fiction film seem
feasible, but it is also important to acknowledge an issue whose timing also provided
propitious conditions. During the production of the TV series, the Cinema Institute was
created, and Nelisita became one of the very few films it produced.

The shift from documentary to fiction was not the only significant change in
Carvalho’s film practice. Carvalho’s previous productions had a voice-over, dubbing
vernacular languages into Portuguese. Thus, another conceptual jump introduced in
Nelisita, was its use of the protagonists’ vernacular language, leaving the non-
Olunyaneka-speaking viewer’s understanding of dialogues dependent on subtitles.
Unfortunately, Carvalho did not elaborate much on his choice of using vernacular
language — mentioning it only as a necessary decision (1984, 79). The decision to make
the language heard, however, appears intended to give complete cinematic autonomy to
the Ovanyaneka-inspired narrative and to its protagonists. The choice represents a
continuity with American westerns and Asian Kung-Fu films of the 1960s, remembered
by urban African filmgoers (Moorman 2001). Considering the literacy rate among
Angolans at the time, the Portuguese-dubbed alternative would probably have allowed
more spectators to engage with the dialogues than subtitles, at a national level.

The proposal for Nelisita contrasted in several other regards with the
documentary series Carvalho had previously produced. Firstly, the participants were
paid at the same rate as the filmmaking team for their involvement as actors (R.
Carvalho 1984, 73; 2004), whereas, for the documentary series, the perceived benefit
for the participants was the opportunity to depict themselves through their own
discourses (1984, 72—73), even if later released dubbed. Secondly, the script
incorporated some input by the participants regarding the story (80), while the series

had been unscripted (2004). Lastly, Carvalho planned a film in which the
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nonprofessional actors would play double roles, as characters in the story and as
themselves, in contrast with the series in which they were supposed to act only as
themselves.

At this point, I will give a synopsis of Nelisita, based on the one produced by its
director (1984, 68). Set during a time of famine, and with only two surviving families,
the film follows the quest and conquests of a man to feed his family. The spirits dislike
the survivors’ freedom, and confine almost everyone. Craving for one more soul to feed
them, the spirits leave a pregnant woman unfettered, to allow her to give birth. Nelisita,
the son who has conceived himself is born, and his mother is kidnapped. Nelisita wishes
to release all the people with the help of wild animals he befriends. Overcoming the
trials to which the spirits submit him, Nelisita successfully manages to return his people
to their land, finally free from hunger.

Significantly, the synopsis does not reveal the reflexive dimension permeating
the film’s narrative structure; an on-screen feature that I will use to discuss certain off-
screen aspects related to the production of this magical story in the context of Angola in

the early 1980s.

Off-screen historiography

Nelisita portrays adapted oral folktales of the Bantu Ovanyaneka peasants, an ethnic
designation gathering various agro-pastoralist populations in rural Southern Angola. It
does so in a reflexive way — the non-professional actors also play the role of listeners to
the story they perform, conflating mythical and post-industrial times. The narrative’s
dual temporality, a mythical time and an indeterminate present time, overshadows the
naturalised presence of the industrially-produced accessories depicted — such as a gun, a

truck, a car, a motorcycle, western-style clothing, plastic bags, indoor scenes shot at a
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stone-built warehouse — or the artisanal western ox wagon introduced in the region in

the late 19th century — the props and décor do not play a decisive role as temporal
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references.

10 More than the film’s imbricated temporality, its off-screen historiography helps
to better understand how Nelisita expresses Carvalho’s own marginal views about

15 Angolanness. To start with, historian Marissa Moorman (2001) sees Nelisita as an

17 attempt to develop an Angolan cinematic aesthetic, rather than fitting in with the openly
ideological socialist framework of previous film work among the emerging Angolan
2 cinematography of this period, including some directed by Carvalho (as most

24 productions are quite difficult to access, cf. Abrantes, 1984, who provides short

26 descriptions for each).

As a state sponsored production, Nelisita fits strangely into the nation-building
31 cinematography that characterised most of the rising cinema after African

33 independencies, in which cinematic production was established to ensure propaganda
and information films (Barlet 2000, 23). In the case of a Portuguese-speaking African
38 country that became independent comparatively late and was internally divided at the
40 time, Carvalho positioned Nelisita as the product of an engaged cinema that aimed to
stimulate a collective national identity by producing cultural content about its

45 heterogeneous members. The state political view in the rising nation, however, was

47 conveyed by MPLA’s ruling motto of “one people, one nation” embedded in the

49 national anthem. Carvalho (1984; 2004) always indicated that the message he wished
the film to convey concerned the imbalance of resources, a persistent aspect linked to
54 Angola’s colonial past, its independence period, and in hindsight, its current

56 postcolonial reality, regardless of political or ethnic factions.
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There is then a political sensitivity that needs to be considered — both Carvalho
(Vida e Cultura 1980, 3; R. Carvalho 1984, 35-36) and Vieira, representing the official
government view (cf. Pego 1983, 167), announced in a very similar way, a common aim
for state-sponsored film production: to make films that helped to unify the nation, and
converged in making the social reality of the Angolan people known. While the all-
encompassing aim was similar, the nature of the “modernist” nationalism of each of
them (cf. Chabal 2002, 5) emerged distinctively. While often becoming associated with
“ethnographic” concerns, Carvalho came to dismiss this overarching definition for his
films on the Southern Angolan rural context. Carvalho’s previous documentary series
challenged its viewers to accept the agro-pastoralist Ovamwila in contemporary Angola.
Accordingly, Nelisita is a fiction that challenged its viewers to relate to a rural setting,
and to a sense of belonging to the newly created nation.

The production of the documentary series began in February 1976, after the
retreat of the South African army from the Southern region, an invasion that had lasted
several months (R. Carvalho 1984, 11), as part of a covert operation named Savannah
(cf. Warwick 2013). Nelisita was filmed in August 1981, at a time when the MPLA
government was still dealing with invasions by South Africa, a country which supported
the UNITA and FNLA guerrillas. The international dimension of the conflict prompted
the MPLA government to refer to this period as a second war of liberation (cf. Pego
1983, 163).° Nelisita was actually filmed only 40 kms from a South African military

invasion that was coming towards their direction (R. Carvalho 1984, 75; 2004). As the

9. Though regional politics and the Cold War drew a much more complex panorama of the
conflict and of the different players involved, the South African aggressions were related
to the MPLA’s support for SWAPO’s struggle for the liberation of current-day Namibia
and to MPLA’s open anti-apartheid policy (cf. Birmingham 2002, 156, 166).
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film does not depict this historical circumstance of its production, the off-screen
historiography again adds this impressive aspect to its production process.

Produced analogically using a 16 mm film camera and synchronous sound that
only required a small crew (1984, 73), the use of black and white film, as opposed to
colour, appears to have been both a technical decision (the state laboratory operating in
Luanda was able to develop it [73; cf. Pego 1983, 165]) and an aesthetic one, (to
continue the monochrome used in most episodes of the Mumuila documentary series,
and to avoid the folkloric appearance colour could induce [1984, 74]). Later, Carvalho
(2004) also mentioned it not so much as an option, but as a limitation arising from a
decision from the top: political rallies were the priority for the use of the available
colour stock. This serves as a reminder of the unsettled political conditions of the
country at the time.

It remains unclear how a VHS and a DVD version made its way into Carvalho’s
personal archive. Even so, one may say that the existing copies of Nelisita result from
the filmmaker’s efforts to overcome the technological and logistical constraints arising
from the accentuated use of state resources for the country’s civil war. As noticed in the
case of African cinema in the 1980s (cf. Armes 1985), transnational post-production
strategies are relevant to frame the film’s history. Those strategies however were unable
to avoid the technical problems faced up until the end of the postproduction process. In
Luanda, an overnight power cut while the print was being developed, damaged some of
the film print (R. Carvalho 1984, 74; 2004). The accident prompted the director to ask
to take the film to be printed in specialist foreign laboratories, first in Portugal and later
in Italy, though in his early writings he only explicitly refers to the Portuguese context
(cf. 1984, 74). To salvage the film, Carvalho took the print to the Tobis Laboratory in

Lisbon, to find after editing that the negatives had chemical fragilities that only
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Cinecittd in Rome might be able to solve — unknowingly, he had shot with film stock
that had exceeded its expiry date (2004).

Another accident concerned the edited cut, which accidentally became unglued
in Italy before the master print had been made. This accident forced Carvalho to carry
out a rush re-edit, with the help of a retired technician. In a Q&A session recorded after
a screening of Nelisita, Carvalho (2004) mentioned he was able to retrieve a copy of the
film from Cinecitta, as the print had remained there due to non-payment by the Angolan
laboratory.!? But in this Q&A, he is referring to a version with an unsatisfactory ending,
which does not include the scene in which Francisco Munyele, out of character as
Nelisita, picks up an abandoned pair of sunglasses, and Tyiapinga Primeira, out of
character as his mother, then takes them away. As the DVD copy in Carvalho’s archive
ends with this ambiguous scene, the issue of various versions circulating at different
times and places, remains open.

In the mythical time portrayed in the film, people represent the animals helping
Nelisita: the elders play old carnivorous birds, small children play ants, and girls
ruminants. In the available copy, the elders’ scene, shot at night, is the most damaged,
and technical issues are also visible in various parts of the film, particularly at the end of
the first collective listening scene. The ways in which these accidents affected the
resulting film is perhaps what makes Abrantes (1986; 2015), in his historiography of
Angolan cinema, keep underlining how Nelisita’s technical limitations have always
been acknowledged and accepted by Carvalho (cf. 1984, 75, 80). However, even with

all these production constraints, and the resulting fragile master copy, the film has had

10. To my knowledge, there is also a print copy of Nelisita deposited at the Portuguese national
film archive, resulting from a protocol established with the currently extinct Angolan one.
Arsenal, in Berlin also possesses film copies linked to its screening at the Berlin Forum in

1984.
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significant use, much of which appears quite odd, when not framed in a broader context.
I will first address Carvalho’s critical thinking on the film contained in his postgraduate

dissertation, submitted simultaneously with the film’s international release.

The director’s para-ethnographic film nationalism

In retrospect, it can now be seen how ethnographic films on the African context, and
Nelisita, as a black African film, overlapped on some of the same film festival circuits.
For example, they shared part of the independent film circuit that showed
documentaries made in Africa by filmmakers such as Frenchman Jean Rouch (1917-
2004), or the North-American David MacDougall (b. 1939). However, Nelisita’s most
distinctive feature was its cinematic genre — fiction. It is useful to present an account of
Carvalho’s thinking about ethnographic film in the context of Africa and his own film
production (1982b; 1983), keeping in mind the polarised debate between African and
Western filmmakers, best represented by the 1965 encounter between Senegalese
Ousmane Sembene (1923-2007) and Jean Rouch, which was dominated by the issue of
representation.

Carvalho’s dissertation examiners at EHESS provided both an Africanist and a
Film-Studies connection to the French academy at the time. Studying with Jean Copans
(b. 1942), his examiners were historian Marc Ferro (b. 1924), and Africanist
anthropologist Jean-Loup Amselle (b. 1942). Carvalho’s critical thinking appears
inspired by Ferro’s (1975) approach, to understand how the social conditions of
production shape films — an innovative understanding at the time that started to look at
fiction film from a socially-driven historical perspective. Carvalho’s related academic
texts constitute a kind of para-ethnographic film manifesto, calling attention to the

political urgency of making Angolan films, about Angolan citizens, for Angolan
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audiences. It was his response to the dominant assumptions of ethnographic film, which
was being made not just from a foreigner’s viewpoint, but also for foreign audiences.
For Carvalho, Nelisita is the work of an Angolan, with and for Angolan audiences. The
fact that each category could involve people with different backgrounds, livelihoods or
spoken languages, was a challenge that the film implicitly posed for both the rising
nation and subsequent screening contexts.

Carvalho’s dissertation title (1983), “Cinema and Anthropology Beyond
Ethnographic Film”, aptly describes his view of other relevant uses of anthropology for
film, which would not necessarily result in an ethnographic film, and such was the case
of Nelisita."' Mediating between the discussion that had emerged in the previous
decades regarding African cinema and filmmakers on the one hand, and ethnographic
film on the other, Carvalho’s three-fold reasons for Nelisita to be “beyond”
ethnographic film are partially explained by his position as an Angolan citizen and as a
state-sponsored filmmaker, active during the first decade of independence. As a
filmmaker in a young African nation, he was politically, civically and ethically unable
to produce films from the position of an outsider. However, this partisan position did
not prevent him from appropriating anthropological resources to make an Angolan film.
Carvalho believed in participating in the construction of a new culturally and
linguistically heterogeneous African nation, to which both he, an Angolan of European
descent, and African-born peasants equally belonged. For him, the diversity of the
Angolan people meant that just being Angolan was not enough for a filmmaker to
understand the majority of the Angolan people (1984: 15), and he understood that

anthropology could provide useful insights. The promise of anthropology, according to

1Tt became the subtitle in the Portuguese version (1984).
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Carvalho, was also present in the 1975 Algiers Charter on African cinema (16; cf.
MacKenzie 2014, 296-98) and the way in which it resonated with a social science
research programme.

Carvalho (2004) suggested there was a lukewarm reception of Nelisita in the
small ethnographic film circles in which Jean Rouch was very influential, but he
elaborated no further on the reasons for this lack of interest. On a closer look, Rouch’s
film methods contrast with those of Nelisita. All of Rouch’s films, whether fiction,
documentary, or hybrid styles, were always shot “with no script, no second takes, and in
chronological order” (Henley 2009, 289). Whereas Carvalho (2004), in shooting
Nelisita, followed the usual cinematic method — the participants were asked to play
scenes which were filmed according to a production plan, rather than following a linear
narrative. Language issues led Carvalho to work closely with the protagonists, some of
whom were fluent in both Olunyaneka and Portuguese, and operated as mediators
(1984, 79). To make the film possible, all the protagonists had been prepared regarding
the story the film would tell, highlighting differences between the two tales, and this
enabled the protagonists to act the scenes out of order. In one case in which the
preparation proved inadequate, because one of the protagonists was unable to perform
the scripted role, Carvalho (1984, 79) chose to adjust the script. Accordingly, rather
than playing an ambitious man, the protagonist played a surprised one. With the aim of
enhancing the realism of the ambiguous convergence of the film’s timelines, the only
linear filming, which was simultaneously significant and necessary, was for the finale —
which was the last scene shot (77).

However, the divergence in production methods does not negate the issue of
ethnographic film’s somewhat limited circulation at the time. Significantly, for

Carvalho, the use of anthropology to establish a script meant producing a film that could
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be shown on circuits other than the restricted international ethnographic film circuit of
the time. Nelisita was simultaneously a film experiment supported by anthropology, and
a state-sponsored cultural production giving little-known stories national exposure.
Carvalho’s (1991) review of the second Royal Anthropological Institute Film
Festival, organized the year before by the Granada Centre for Visual Anthropology in
Manchester, provides closure on his thinking after the initial period of Nelisita’s
circulation. The review reveals his continued bewilderment with what the programme
promoted as ethnographic film. Notwithstanding his recognition of the innovations in
cinematic grammar of ethnographic films, he found that those on African contexts
persisted in dealing with culturally prevalent topics that were far removed from the
turbulent political conditions of most Africans at the time. Carvalho also appreciated the
inclusion of a film that challenged the conventional documentary format of
ethnographic film in a programme for a specialised audience, but regretted the
introductory remarks about the film that, in his view, undermined its full autonomy for
the viewer.!? Considering that the majority of directors in the event were older white
men, himself included, he also upheld the refusal already established in his academic
dissertations, to consider Nelisita and his documentary series as ethnographic films. The
review was also Carvalho’s only written engagement with the English-speaking
ethnographic film community — afterwards, he prioritised disseminating his politicised
scholarly position about African and ethnographic film in the Lusophone world.
Considering the growth of so-called indigenous media, scholar and filmmaker
Matthias de Groof (2018, 427) suggests that the theoretical evolution of ethnographic

film has greatly expanded its definition nowadays: providing it is recognised by the

12. The film in question was Werner Herzog’s (1987) Green Snake.
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associated scientific community, communication of ethnographic knowledge suffices to
render a film ethnographic.!? This definition represents an enormous shift from
Carvalho’s working notion of ethnographic films in the early 1980s, as films solely
made by foreigners or for foreign audiences. Notwithstanding Nelisita’s genre, the
film’s ambition of “speaking for, about, with, alongside” its Ovanyaneka protagonists is
remarkable. Beyond the debate on authorship that has dominated the field of visual
anthropology over recent decades, Nelisita can be seen as a fiction film that embodies
the whole evolution of ethnographic film proposed by anthropologist Jay Ruby (1991).
Nelisita results from a collaborative endeavour that mediates relations between
urban and rural universes, becoming a marginal cinematic experiment that establishes
imbricated relations not easily circumscribed by centre-periphery referents, by recent
nationalities or disciplinary fields. Nelisita’s production and distribution underscore
film as a “contact zone” over time and across contexts — within the nation on the one
hand, and in international settings on the other. I will now continue by addressing the

latter.

Initial specialised reception of the film: film festivals in Europe and Africa

Carvalho’s thinking revolved around producing Nelisita as national popular cinema but,

instead, it ended up on the international film festival circuit. Premiering internationally

13. For instance, recently anthropologists have asked if Joshua Oppenheimer’s The Act of
Killing (2012) should be considered an ethnographic film (cf. Hoskins and Lasmana
2015). To give a less controversial example, Jodo Salaviza and René Messora’s The Dead
and the Others (2018) has also appeared both in major film festivals and specialised
ethnographic ones. Similarly to Nelisita, these two examples resonate extensively with the

so-called ethno-fiction genre, in its current broadest definition (Ferrarini 2018).
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the year he graduated, the film festival circuit provided Nelisita, with another distinctive
attribute, central to its evolving significance — international exposure — an attribute that
was of secondary importance to Carvalho’s film practice and critical thinking. As it was
not originally intended for international circulation, language issues had to be dealt
with.

The difficulty of subtitling for non-Portuguese speaking international audiences
emerged at its German premiere in 1984, at the International Forum of Young Cinema
(f. 1971), an independent programme affiliated with the Berlinale Film Festival (f.
1951). The Forum was meant to be a place where film was seen as a medium “for
political discussion and cultural exchange”, as an alternative to the “stars and glamour”
cinema system that characterised the main programme of the festival during that period
(Arsenal n.d.). In Carvalho’s archive, a copy of a German newspaper article (Mathew
1984), translated into Portuguese for ANGOP, the Angolan press Agency founded in
1975, mentions the difficulties of getting a copy subtitled in English for its screening,
and of resorting to political channels to obtain it, e.g. the West Germany embassy in
Luanda. This difficulty seems to provide a reasonable explanation for Nelisita’s
international premiere taking place almost two years earlier, as part of a special
programme focused on films from Portuguese-speaking countries at a Portuguese
festival, the FICFF (Festival Internacional de Cinema da Figueira da Foz 1982) and in
the following year in Brazil, as part of a programme dedicated exclusively to Angolan
cinema (Senna 1983). Neither required any subtitling other than that already added for
Angolan screenings. Though a significant aspect, Nelisita’s underwhelming exposure on
the festival circuit cannot be solely attributed to language and subtitling issues.

Carvalho (2004) admits that the screening copies available were never in

particularly good conditions, but he neglected to mention this to the festivals, preferring
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instead to blame it on misdirected packaging — thereby not undermining Nelisita’s
chances of being screened at international film events. Considering the state of the
screening copy, it is impressive to follow its itinerary on the festival circuit. The first 10
years in circulation earned it a few awards and other non-competitive screenings, some
of which showed evidence of at least one copy with English subtitles. Nelisita won
prizes at the Amiens Film Festival, France (1983, f. 1980), at the 10th Carthage Film
Festival (JCC), Tunisia (1984, f. 1966) and at the 9th FESPACO, the Pan-African Film
and Television Festival of Ouagadougou, in Burkina Faso (1985, f. 1969), to name a
few. Its international awards probably outnumber those of any other Angolan film so
far.'# Significantly, I believe the prizes indicate the strong political dimension of
distribution structures for non-commercial African films, which characterised European
and African films festivals at the time. They also reveal how, sometimes the film’s
content, and other times its national origin, meant the limited technical standard of its
screening copy was overlooked.

The clippings in the director’s archive prompted me to review the media
coverage resulting from some of these international screenings at film festivals in the
1980s. In addition to the 1984 West German newspaper article about its presence at the
Berlinale forum already mentioned, the 1985 screening at FESPACO elicited a short
critique in the North-American magazine Variety (Young 1985). However, cinema
reviews of Nelisita were few and less extensive than those on Carvalho’s previous film
work. Nelisita did not get the generous review from the prestigious French magazine

Cahiers du Cinema it had received for Presente Angolano, Tempo Mumuila (e.g.

14. Although 2004 saw the release of two Angolan films that were widely accepted on the
international festival circuit, The Hero, by Zezé¢ Gamboa, and The Hollow City, by Maria

Jodo Ganga.
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Lardeau 1980), when it was shown at the FICFF, two years earlier. Nor was it chosen as
one of the best films of the year by the same film critic (cf. Lardeau 1982, awarded the
series second place, behind the feature fiction Francisca, by the Portuguese filmmaker
Manuel de Oliveira). Lardeau’s positive reviews about the documentary series point to
the central importance of the FICFF premiere on the subsequent international
distribution of Carvalho’s films shot in Southern Angola in this period.

In various editions, the FICFF attracted the attendance of international film
festival directors and critics, which influenced the selection of films for subsequent
festivals, thus extending their screening life. It is unsurprising to find a Portuguese
newspaper article (n.a. 1982) reporting that the director of the Berlin Forum was among
those attending the edition of the FICFF in which Nelisita premiered, although the film
itself was barely mentioned among the widespread coverage given to Portuguese films.
Thus, this media coverage is indicative of another potentially significant aspect of
Nelisita’s international distribution; the distinction between the proactive promotion of
the film by the distributor, and its selection promoted by attending festival directors,
among others.

Tracking its international screenings on the African continent, Nelisita was not
only shown, but won awards at two film festivals whose associated workshops resulted
in manifestos for black African cinema: the Nyamey Manifesto (1984, Niger) and the
Frontline manifesto (1990, Harare, Zimbabwe). The latter was a kind of update of the
former, and both declared the need to improve conditions for the production and
distribution of African cinema (cf. MacKenzie 2014, 303, 313). Both manifestos
appeared at times when the long-standing civil war in Angola was frustrating whatever
resources and regional alliances these manifestos might have brought about. Therefore,

it seems all the more significant that on its screening at FESPACO, in a year featuring a
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colloquium on the relationship between literature and film, Nelisita was deemed one of
the programme’s two best-received films inspired by oral cultures — in contrast to films
based on novels (Diawara 1987, 37).15

Considering that the director was aiming for Angolan viewers for Nelisita, but
achieved an unrelated African and western audiences, the accomplishments of a non-
black African filmmaker at film festivals at the time, reflect his odd engagement with

the ethnographic film academic circuit.

Contrasting Nelisita’s national circulation with its worldwide film

scholarship

Recent research about Nelisita locates it within the director’s overall film work, framing
it as a “cinema of the word” and of a rising nation (Pigarra 2017), a view more suitable
for the films previously directed by Carvalho, as Nelisita requires a unique
understanding. The fact that there is even a career for scholars to analyse, is quite
remarkable because, even with state support, the difficulties of pursuing filmmaking in
any African country at the time are well established, and comparable to those of
independent filmmakers elsewhere (Armes 1985, 62—63). This is not the only
significant juxtaposition with regard to understanding Nelisita from a film-studies point
of view. For instance, appreciative scholarly descriptions of Nelisita, as an “elegantly
crafted film” (Andrade-Watkins 1995: 118) appear in stark contrast to the film’s
technical limitations, as highlighted in the historiography of Angolan film production

(cf. Abrantes 1986; 2015). The most revealing disparity with Carvalho’s thinking about

15. The other well-received film by the audience was Wend Kunni (1983, colour), by Burkinabé
Gaston Kaboré, which Diawara (1987) extensively analyses. Since the 1950s, novels

became a source for a great number of African fiction films.
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the film, might be in discussing it as “Portuguese African cinema” (e.g. Andrade-
Watkins 1995; 1999, 186), without mentioning its vernacular language. However, the
contrast with earlier research may be even more accentuated. During the 1970s and
early 1980s, all major films produced in black African countries were in vernacular
languages (Armes 1985), so it is quite intriguing that earlier research highlights the
innovative nature of Nelisita’s use of a vernacular language.

Beginning in the mid-1980s, scholarly research on so-called third-world cinema
and its overlap with African cinema, reveals the endearing impact of Nelisita, citing it
as a powerful experiment on the potential of film to expand its audiences, or at least to
change the more established relationship of African films made with festival audiences
in mind (Armes 1985, 73; 1987, 219; Ukadike 1994, 236; Martin 1995, 166).
Considering the difficult production and distribution conditions throughout the
continent, their view about Nelisita’s potential audience, highlights popular
spectatorship in Africa. Appearing impressed by its conceptual dimension of addressing
another kind of audience, this scholarly discussion of Nelisita’s formal use of a
vernacular language is very revealing, particularly because it was the international
festival circuit in which Nelisita circulated throughout the 1980s that enabled it. That is,
one effect of Nelisita’s intermittent screenings at festivals dedicated to African cinema,
was that it reached film scholars who then recognised it as a Black African film. It is
also revealing, because its international distribution contrasts with the corresponding
failure of its screenings at a national level, whether or not audiences shared the same
vernacular language — Olunyaneka being a minority language only spoken in the
Southern region of Angola. These scholarly understandings, however, appear in sync
with Carvalho’s initial and utopic rationale for making Nelisita: to expand the Angolan

audience watching Angolan films — and use it to attract a popular audience.
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Since the film won a few prizes at international film festivals, it is easier to keep
track of Nelisita’s festival career, and to retrieve reviews by the press and academic
critics, than to follow reactions to it in Angola. Over the first two decades of its
existence, Nelisita’s international circulation contrasts with the apparent absence of
screenings nationally. As a few of these film scholars remarked, the potential resonance
Nelisita might have had with cinemagoers in Angola was lost in the dismantling of
production and distribution structures increasingly degraded by the country’s continuing
civil war. Nonetheless, like Carvalho (2004), I have occasionally met Luanda dwellers
who remember watching it once on the Angolan state television channel during the
1980s, and another person who saw it in a cinema in Lubango in the 1990s, with
Carvalho attending. I also spoke with a much younger viewer who had been at a much
more recent screening in Luanda, and found it hard to navigate the simultaneous
Portuguese and Italian subtitles of the screened copy (2018); a technical dimension that
partially undermined the contemporary engagement of an younger urban generation.

When combining Nelisita’s successful international distribution at the time with
the director’s description of the film’s participants’ response to it, we end up with an
even more ambivalent history of the reception of a film that many scholars defined by
its potential for inclusive African cinema audiences (cf. Armes 1985, 73; 1987, 219;
Ukadike 1994, 236; Martin 1995, 166). Carvalho (1984; 2004) discussed showing it to
the protagonists at the time, underlining, on both occasions, the issue of cinema literacy.
In 2004 he was more clearly negative about the local impact of the film, mentioning
that, in a way, it had failed as a film for them. The protagonists did not pay attention to
the film’s narrative or to their fictional roles in it, they only recognised themselves as
themselves. Carvalho blamed this on the visual literacy provided by the screening of the

previous documentary series produced in the same context shortly before (1984, 78-79).
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Enlarging the discussion of the reaction to Nelisita over a longer period, to
examine the recent exploratory screenings to rural people with an Ovanyaneka
background may add another reflexive layer to the debate, related to a cultural

production that already has a reflexive nature embedded in its storytelling.

Watching Nelisita in 2018: Local rural reception and a note on worldwide

access

To conduct cinema sessions in a rural setting, that is, at the Olunyaneka-speaking
village where I had developed long-term fieldwork six years earlier, I assembled the
essential technical equipment, which included providing energy self-sufficiency for one
and a half hours to feed a portable projector and speakers. For the screenings, I used a
removable screen made from a whitish fabric bought in the city, while three handcrafted
stools available at the farm provided sturdy support for the equipment. A farm presents
a couple of options for domestic cinema. The increasing size of the audience, along with
good weather, soon led us to set up temporary outdoor cinema spaces. Okuhungila
(Olunyaneka), the daily practice of socialising after dinner, was perfect for the night
sessions. The audience, averaging a total of about 20 people per session, was always
made up of an intergenerational crowd, including adults, children and youths. It
attracted the members of my host household, neighbours, temporary migrants, and
occasional passers-by.

The sessions were one of the occasions when my 70-year old host, who had
attended cinema sessions during his youth in Lubango and Mog¢amedes, the two nearest
cities, recalled having watched westerns with great enjoyment. The younger generation
approached the sessions much as they would the TV set ups they knew from towns,

wondering why the source of the sound was separated from that of the moving image. A
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30-year old neighbour who was staying temporarily with her aged mother commented
that the people at the road market, 3-hours away, would love to see the films, even if
they had to buy tickets, challenging my independent and not-for-profit ideals with her
proposal.

As the villagers are used to enduring periods of food scarcity, Nelisita’s plot
resonated strongly with this audience.!® In the night sessions, the villagers attentively
followed the narrative through the film’s candid cinematic grammar. 2004 was the first
time Carvalho appears to use this particular word to discuss Nelisita’s cinematic style.
The candidness is linked to a simple use of cinematic grammar, such as long takes that
emphasise the protagonists’ actions. A scene that perfectly exemplifies this, is the one
of Nelisita crossing the screen from one side to the other to give the impression he is
walking a long way. Another example is derived from the director's fascination with the
eleven pairs of oxen that pull the spirits” wagon, who are shown at length on various
occasions. Carvalho’s Nelisita often focuses on showing actions in full, rather than
using cinematic techniques to suggest to the viewer that an unseen action has actually
occurred. This makes its filming style resemble that of a conventional documentary, or
classic ethnographic film for that matter.

Filmmaker and scholar Manthia Diawara (2010) discusses African cinematic
styles, mentioning this slow-paced, naturalistic style as one of the paths black African
filmmakers appeared to follow at the time; the other being an increasing mastery of
cinematic grammar, as seen in the films by the Malian director Souleymane Cissé (b.
1940). Some years before, also taking the films of Cissé as an example, Armes (1985,

73) suggests that this appeared to be a crossroads between a greater mastery of

16. Kieffer’s (1984) review of Nelisita links it to the “aesthetics of hunger” put forward by
Brazilian filmmaker Glauber Rocha (1939-1981).
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cinematic language and a rethinking of cinema’s social function, which Nelisita’s
simple narrative device accomplished.!” The response of my audience in the village, to
various screenings of Nelisita, confirmed Armes’ intuition, and therefore, grounded on
their corporeal response that includes speech but is not limited to it, e.g. bodily
reactions, intonations, and so on, I attempt to voice it.

Screening the film for this contemporary rural audience made it possible to see
and hear which scenes were highlights for them. The slow and candid pace of most
scenes gave my audience time to discuss the action, and to react to the narrative
meaning the director wished to convey. This was the case of the scene when the hero
walks the full width of the screen. For my audience, seeing Nelisita walking for so long,
meant precisely that he had to walk a long way, and long-distance walking was
something they were all quite familiar with. Each of the lengthy ox-wagon scenes gave
them time to count and recognise the varying cowhides and, as agro-pastoralists, they
took great delight in observing their quantity and individual features. The long scenes at
the warehouse packed with food supplies were a joyous celebration similar to the
ending which depicts the villagers receiving a substantial amount of goods. The opening
joke about men hiding behind their wives’ skirts, made everyone laugh, including the
men. Importantly, the scene in which the spirits become afraid of Nelisita’s strength,
and start running away while yelling, also greatly amused them. Some scenes were so
memorable that, days after the screening, people recalled them by playing them out to
each other. As it was closely connected to the viewer’s lived experience (cf. Moore
2015, 441-42), the story and the detailed way it was told, resonated strongly in terms of
both recognition and aspiration. Thus, in many ways, the film had a cultural sensitivity

that perfectly suited my audience.

17. In 1983 Cissé presented Finye, his 3rd feature film, at FESPACO.
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As the villagers recalled what they heard rather than the written title, Nelisita
turned into “Belisita”. I see this as a wonderful reminder about the non-standardised
world orality promotes. Furthermore, it also helps to highlight that the various reactions
to the screenings just described, were based on the spoken, on conversations produced
during the sessions between members of the audience, continuing even later through
scene re-enactments - emergent sociabilities generated by the screenings of the film.
Even after organising several sessions with Nelisita, the film kept circulating through
comments, dialogue and actions, rather than through its images — a point Carvalho
(1984, 60, citing Pierre Haffner) made, having in mind contexts with scarce access to
film screenings.

The amount of talk and interactions the film generated is one of the reasons to
say that Nelisita’s story was a huge success in this culturally-related village, in which
personal recognition was not at play in the film. Its popularity in the village made me
think about the contrast with Carvalho’s impressions of the impact of Nelisita made on
its protagonists at the time of its release. It is the exquisite combination between cinema
and anthropology Carvalho accomplished with Nelisita that appeared to have made it so
successful for the villagers. Beyond identification, the cinematic convergence between
narrative and grammar in Nelisita was also what led most of its early scholars to find it
so impressive (cf. Armes 1985, 73; 1987, 219; Ukadike 1994, 236; Martin 1995, 166).

In early 2016, I proposed to Carvalho’s heirs that the films available in his
personal archive could be put online — suggesting to create a digital repository to
provide access to 10 of the films he directed (Co-author, Co-author, and author Year).
For about two years Nelisita was the most watched film (933 views, in December
2019). In view of its Portuguese subtitles, I can only imagine that it generated interest

among the Portuguese-speaking community on the Internet. Kimbanda Kambia, one of
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the episodes of the documentary series, portraying Kambia’s healing activities, has
recently displaced it as the most watched (1,418 views). Even so, Nelisita’s
(Portuguese) subtitled online access, combined with the rural screenings for an
Olunyaneka-speaking audience, made possible a two-fold expansion of the audience for
a vernacular film with the potential to simultaneously work across international
languages and translations and within a vernacular one. Needless to say, fiction films on
African rural contexts are still not widely familiar to either western viewers or urban

Africans for that matter.

Conclusion

Nelisita and the recent rural mobile cinema sessions I conducted can be fittingly defined
as experiments in cinematic production and distribution, conducted in differing
postcolonial scenarios — early independence and civil war on the one hand, and early
peacetime in Angola on the other. Taking what is still the only feature fiction film
spoken in Olunyaneka language, and tracing the trajectory of its circulation right up to
its recent screening in a place where it had a familiar cultural resonance, constituted a
multi-layered exploratory discussion on the modes of experimental narrative, and the
responses in different historical periods and contexts. The exploratory layers in which
the film has worked across languages, livelihoods, worldviews, and historical time —
have shaped a cinematic chain that expanded and diminished cinema’s otherness by
persistently crossing between anthropology and cinema. Cosmopolitan festivals, urban
sessions and rural mobile screenings have, over time, won specialised audiences for
Nelisita, who include many kinds of experts.

As Carvalho’s first fully-developed feature fiction, Nelisita was a daring

cinematographic experiment for its filmmaker. A fiction film spoken in a regional
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vernacular language Carvalho did not master, Nelisita also appears as an experiment to
convey a folded sense of vernacular: language, story and the storytelling mode. The
production involved rural people as non-professional actors, who were asked to perform
adapted folk tales and to mimic a storytelling setting, both of which they were familiar
with. Mirroring the intertwined dimensions of oral cultures, Nelisita simultaneously
overlaps telling and listening to stories. This fiction film also appeals to ethnographers
by invoking a vernacular culture in such an imbricated way— in this case, that of
Ovanyaneka agro-pastoralists in Southern Angola.

While production and distribution made up the usual cinematic chain for the
film’s social significance, the village screenings were an unusual cinematographic
activity in the everyday life of the people engaged in this experiment. The screenings in
the village were an experiment with cinema that made it possible to collect the response
of contemporary peasants about a selected programme. My rural audience were eager to
watch Nelisita on every possible occasion, because it told them about an unfulfilled
dream of a place with no deprivation, in a manner they could identify with in many
ways. Almost 40 years after it was made, the recent screenings in the village opened up
an understanding about the engagement of a rural audience that differed from the
demoralizing experience of its director, while simultaneously upholding his critical
thinking about producing films that popular audiences would appreciate. This shift
shows the importance of the historical context for a current understanding of the film
and its evolving meanings over a broader and yet diffused trajectory.

Overlapping an overview of a range of reception contexts, their sometimes
contrasting and sometimes complementary meanings shaped peculiar arrangements.
Diverting from the usual debates on ethnographic film such as authorship and

representation, to discuss Nelisita’s production and its evolving circulation and impact,

URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/ghan Email: history.anthropology@durham.ac.uk



oNOYTULT D WN =

History and Anthropology Page 32 of 37

aggregated evolving continuities and ruptures that, in hindsight, constituted paradoxes
in many of the localised social circuits in which it was produced, watched, or discussed.
Sharing Olunyaneka-speaking rural audiences watching Nelisita about 35 years apart,
the history of its reception involved various other audiences through specific circulation
circuits such as film festivals, and scholarly research, in shifting historical
circumstances and particular contexts. Looking at Nelisita's production process has
highlighted a series of relationships between cinema and anthropology in changed
political scenarios between western and African film practitioners. Approaching its
circulation history has generated an understanding about the evolving social life of the
film, interwoven with specific audience reactions. In particular, exploring the wide-
ranging circulation of the film in various marginal settings has provided insights into the
national and transnational politics of the reception of African cinema in various spheres,
built on niche audiences. Nelisita remains a marginal film in Angolan cinematography,
and simultaneously one that is rarely seen. However, through its circumscribed film
screenings, from its initial reception at European and African film festivals in the 1980s,
into the contemporary times of digital media, the film continues to connect international
and national audiences to rural Olunyaneka speakers.

The rural screenings provided fitting closure to the path traced so far of
screenings and reactions to Nelisita, putting in perspective the history of its reception
with respect to the politics of screening films produced in Africa, and the particular
nature of this Angolan film. The paradoxes surrounding Nelisita are revealing of the
folded uses and meanings the film has acquired — whether proposed by its own director,
or by scholars, popular rural audiences or anthropologists. The responses gained in the
recent screenings in the rural context indicate that the film is able to keep generating an

expanded critical thinking around it.
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With its experimental relationship between cinema and anthropology Nelisita
generated fertile discussion for visual anthropology and African cinema. As with
Carvalho’s critical thinking about the historical conditions of his film practice in the
early 1980s, my interconnected approach to Nelisita's production and a broad range of
reception contexts has fruitfully amplified understanding of the film’s multiple
meanings in different historical circumstances and contexts. Carvalho’s later critical
thinking about his film practice, located it in relation to the potential combination of
anthropology and cinema in Africa, at a time when an unstable context dominated
development of the film industry. Employing a practice that remains quite marginal in
the sub-disciplinary field of visual anthropology, the recent rural screenings inspired a

thoughtful reflection on the cinematic chain from production to exhibition.
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